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Abstract 
 
The Ronald E. McNair Scholars Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program is a federally funded 
program in the United States aimed at preparing underrepresented undergraduate students for 
graduate school. Within the program, which tends to have a meritocratic disposition, a 
mentorship component seeks to help students learn how to work with faculty members within the 
context of research. The central question of this exploratory study was how former McNair 
Scholars perceive the effectiveness of the mentorship component of the McNair program. This 
study is a student-centered and invites future studies about other perspectives within the McNair 
program, especially from faculty members and program staff. Based on eight interviews with 
former McNair Scholars in graduate school, in addition to complementary insights from my 
experience as a former McNair scholar and a previous participant observation study on current 
McNair Scholars’ work, a key finding is that the mentoring component struggled to address the 
tension between fit and merit within faculty-student relationships. This finding has implications 
for the future of the mentorship component of the McNair Program in addition to other the 
theorization of faculty-student relationships. 
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Preface: The Image of Ronald E. McNair and the McNair Program 
 
Ronald E. McNair has a great legacy. Having grown up in South Carolina, poor, facing 
discrimination and yet bright and determined, he worked his way to the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT) and ultimately to the 
National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA) (see figure 1). His 
record solidifies his greatness; he was an 
astronaut and a physicist. He played the 
saxophone and was a black belt in karate. 
Even growing up, according to his brother, 
McNair carried himself in a manner that 
made his brother wonder if Ronald even felt 
pain. His brother came to this conclusion 
after watching Ronald gash his leg badly, and rather than cry or yell, Ronald began analyzing his 
damaged leg and talking about its anatomy (McNair & Brewer, 2011).  That is tough.  
Based on this greatness, it is Ronald’s hard work and tolerance for pain (both 
intellectually and physically) that defines his success. McNair earned it; his merit speaks 
volumes. He worked through discrimination. He worked through school. He worked to become 
an astronaut. I will often depict merit as this type of hard work throughout this document when 
discussing the Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program, also known as the 
McNair program. His success exemplifies the American dream that says anybody can become 
somebody if one is willing to sacrifice and work towards one’s goals.  
Figure 1: Ronald E. McNair  
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As Chapter one of this study outlines, this is the idea of merit that in part enabled the 
formation of the McNair program and informed many of the program’s policies and curricula. In 
fact, the federal government named the Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program in the image of 
McNair’s greatness. Politically, McNair’s narrative is tasteful for conservatives and liberals 
tasked with justifying the creation of a program specifically for historically underrepresented 
populations within higher education. As Sen. Thurmond argued during a 1987 Senate meeting 
regarding the re-naming of the then Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program, he explained: 
Dr. McNair was born October 12, 1950, in Lake City, SC. He grew up in the rural South 
in the 1950’s and 1960’s, before much of the current progress in race relations was 
achieved. However, he did not allow these circumstances to impede his goals. Dr. 
McNair said: ‘it means trying a little harder, fighting a litter harder to get what you 
perhaps deserve. It means building up a tolerance and not being discouraged by some of 
the obstacles that get put in front of you’ 
 
Sen. Thurmond goes on to state:  
Mr. President, [the Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program] is designed to encourage 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds to dream and to achieve. I can think of no better 
symbol of a dream fulfilled than the life of Dr. Ronald E. McNair. Although his life was 
too short, his positive example can live on through this program.1   
 
What Sen. Thurmond - a man who opposed Civil Rights for African-Americans based on the 
principle of state rights and fear of communism during his career2- was getting at is the symbolic 
power of McNair as a hard worker amid questions about historically underrepresented people. 
From this meritocratic perspective, McNair represented a person not seeking radical social 
justice, but a person able to create success through hard work. 
                                                 
1 Senator Thurmond (SC). “Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievement Program.” Congressional Record, 
100th Congress, Volume 133-Part 6, page 8486-8487 
 
 
2 http://www.nytimes.com/2003/06/27/us/strom-thurmond-foe-of-integration-dies-at-100.html 
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Students within the McNair program work under this meritocratic gaze, but what are their 
experiences? How does it affect their academic development? Does this gaze help prepare them 
for graduate school? As a former McNair scholar in graduate school, I arrived at these types of 
questions after reflecting on my time transitioning from undergraduate to graduate studies. 
Eventually, I began to recognize the limits of a meritocratic discourse to explain graduate 
students’ lived experiences when it came to knowing the role of faculty within academia. At the 
core, the issue is that students have to work with faculty to not only attain skills and knowledge, 
but also to obtain signatures to graduate, and this requires faculty members to care about their 
relationships with students for students to be productive and demonstrate their merit. The 
challenge is finding faculty willing to work with students. As this study highlights, it can be 
tremendously difficult for some underrepresented students to find faculty that care, and it has 
less to do with a question of students’ merit and more to do with questions about social values 
and characteristics between faculty members and students.   
     In examining the McNair program, particularly when it comes to the mentorship 
component of the program that focuses on preparing students to work with faculty, this study 
shows how a meritocratic discourse does not fully explain students’ experiences as they strive to 
make progress in academia. Does hard work and merit have a role in these experiences? Sure. To 
have success in academia requires some degree of hard work that merits recognition. However, 
such success depends on factors beyond one’s ability to be a hard worker. There are many hard 
working graduate students in graduate school, yet we see a stratification of care when it comes to 
their intellectual growth. Where does this struggle over care come from, particularly as it relates 
to former McNair Scholars? 
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      By exploring some of the experiences of former McNair Scholars currently in graduate 
school, this study offers insight into understanding how the McNair program prepares students 
for faculty-student relationships. The findings explore the phenomenon of faculty-student 
relationships within the context of the McNair program and reveal the limits of a meritocratic 
discourse, all in hopes of supporting future research that may expand on these findings with 
additional perspectives. In the end, within this study one will see how the centrality of the 
concept of fit plays within faculty-student relationships in academia and how the motto fit before 
merit captures the inherent social and conflict prone nature of faculty-student relationships.   
 
The Chapters: An Overview   
The focus of this study is on former McNair Scholars’ perceptions of faculty-student 
relationships from the McNair program to graduate school. Subsequently, pivotal to this study 
was thinking about the mentoring component of the McNair program. In particular, in Chapter 
one, I provide a general understanding of the formation of the McNair program. Of particular 
concern is how the War on Poverty, particularly a series of policies and laws from this era, 
supported the emergence of a meritocratic discourse that eventually enabled the creation of the 
McNair program. Further, in this chapter, I outline how this meritocratic discourse shapes 
various components within the McNair program, specifically the mentorship component of the 
program. Through online content in addition to insights from my experiences as a McNair 
scholar, I provide some contextual understanding about the makeup of these components within 
the program. 
Complementing this contextual understanding of the formation of the McNair program, 
in Chapter two I explain why it is beneficial to study the mentorship component of the McNair 
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program discursively. By discursively, I refer to how the meaning within the McNair program, 
particularly between program outcomes and students’ experiences, is not one-dimensional or 
straightforward. Rather, there is space for discord between program outcomes and what students 
experience. As such, studying the mentoring component of the McNair program calls for a 
methodological approach where one can explore what this discord may be and look like. I rely 
on discourse analysis, mentorship, and student learning assessment literature throughout the 
chapter. 
Chapter three outlines the methodological approach and research design of this study and 
specifically the role that narrative analysis played in the design, collection, and analysis of 
information during the study. In discussing narrative analysis, I conceptualize my approach as a 
process of evidenced-based non-fiction writing through short stories, where former McNair 
Scholars’ stories have power in providing insight into understanding the possible discord 
between the espoused program outcomes of the mentoring component of the McNair program 
and students’ experiences having gone through the program. Following a more theoretical 
explanation of how I approached narrative analysis, I provide details about the research design of 
the study including information about participants, data analysis, and limitations. 
Chapter four contains the findings of the study where I argue that a central theme that 
emerged from the short stories is that fit (i.e. the commonality of social values and characteristics 
between students and faculty members) comes before merit (i.e. senses of work ethic). Based on 
interviews with eight former McNair Scholars, students’ stories highlighted the issue of fit within 
faculty members that affected their academic success. Each short story provides insight into 
some aspect of the concern for fit. Based on students’ perceptions, the findings point to how 
concerns for social categories such as race, class, and gender are central to exploring the possible 
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discord between the mentoring component of the McNair program and students’ experiences 
working with faculty.  
 Elaborating on the study’s findings, Chapter five consist of analysis regarding how to 
understand the tension between fit and merit within faculty-student relationships, potentially 
easing the discord between the mentoring component of the McNair program and students’ 
experiences working with faculty members before and during graduate school. In particular, I 
point out the mistake of viewing faculty-student relationships from a socialization perspective 
that reaffirms the meritocratic discourse of the McNair program and argue for a more conflict 
perspective of faculty-student relationships to better prepare McNair Scholars for working with 
faculty members. In addition to this analysis, I provide policy and curricula suggestions in hopes 
of informing future discussions about the mentoring component of the program. 
 Lastly, Chapter six summarizes the purpose and findings of the study while emphasizing 
the need for future research that involves more perspectives from different stakeholders within 
the McNair program – particularly the perspectives of faculty members and McNair staff.  
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Chapter One: The War on Poverty, Meritocratic Discourse, and the Formation of the 
McNair Program 
 
In studying how the McNair program prepares underrepresented students to work with 
faculty members, and including how such training affects students’ relationships with faculty 
members in graduate school, it is necessary to understand the social context that undergirds the 
formation of the McNair program and its practices. Coming to terms with this context begins 
with recognizing that the McNair program emerged from a belief in meritocracy, where the value 
of hard work is high. Within this chapter, I argue that meritocracy is a discourse that grounds the 
McNair program from its emergence to its practices.  
Meritocracy is the belief that hard work and skill result in rewards, and thus, those who 
work hard and skillfully merit such rewards. This belief entails that society separates winners 
from losers depending on peoples’ willpower and intellect. Those who have many rewards, such 
as money and prestige, are hard workers. Those without such rewards are the opposite. In the 
United States, there is a strong tendency to embrace meritocracy given our country’s history with 
exceptionalism, liberalism, and capitalism. The combination of these social philosophies and 
economic positions allows for the ideology of meritocracy to flourish given that business 
members, government officials, and media representatives have supported the belief that within a 
capitalist society, a liberal society where individuals can thrive if they choose, anyone can be 
great if they work hard. Hence, many education policymakers and analysts used meritocracy to 
form and promote education policies, and this is the case with the McNair program.  
The formation of the McNair program begins with the policy solutions to poverty during 
the late 1950s aimed at empowering citizens in poverty to learn the skills and ethics necessary to 
improve their lives. In other words, poverty in the United States was framed largely as a problem 
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with individuals that have poor values (e.g. culture of poverty arguments) and not enough 
opportunities to demonstrate skills and hard work (e.g. opportunity arguments). In contrast to 
believing that a meritocratic belief is misguided, meritocracy allowed policymakers to focus on 
individuals, not changing social and economic systems drastically. One can witness this stance 
when examining the emergence of the McNair program from the beginning of TRIO programs.  
 To understand the McNair program requires recognizing how the program emerged from 
and depends on a meritocratic discourse. Without recognizing how this discourse undergirds the 
program, one will miss the logic that motivates many of the practices and values of the program, 
from how the program operates to the values that program staff and participating students 
entertain as they partake in program activities. While there could be other beliefs that inform the 
McNair program, recognizing the role of meritocracy is vital to understanding the program’s 
past, present, and future. The history, laws, and practices of the McNair program each reveal 
how the program privileges notions of hard work and individualism as the primary means 
towards increasing low-income, first-generation, and underrepresented students access and 
success in higher education.    
Demonstrating the centrality of meritocracy within the formation of the McNair program, 
I begin this section by examining the historical policy era known as the War on Poverty from 
which the TRIO programs emerged, these programs being the foundation that the McNair 
program will raise from later. From this development, I then turn to the current practices of the 
McNair program grounded in a meritocratic discourse. I conclude this section by highlighting the 
importance of recognizing the centrality of meritocracy within the McNair program and the 
necessity to understand this background when examining and discussing the different 
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components of the program, such as the mentorship component where students learn how to 
build relationships with faculty members.  
 
From the War on Poverty to the McNair Program 
The McNair program emerged from a context of striking contradiction between poverty 
and notions of freedom and prosperity within the United States, and the shining image of the 
nation’s greatness was intolerably apparent. Within the context of economic abundance within 
the United States, the presence of poverty within the United States did not reflect nation’s values 
of individualism, free markets, and competition well.  Accordingly, in the spirit of President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, President Lyndon B. Johnson led one of the most wide-
reaching federal initiatives aimed at addressing poverty within the nation – the War on Poverty 
(Bailey & Danziger, 2013, p. 3). The initiative included a series of laws and arguments that 
sought to alleviate poverty in various parts of the United States. What is relevant to know in 
regards to the origin of the McNair program is the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 and 
eventually the Higher Education Act of 1965, both laws that helped to establish the meritocratic 
foundation of the McNair program. The Education Opportunity Act of 1964 set the tone for the 
Higher Education Act of 1965 by being a major federal initiative towards addressing poverty 
within the United States through student assistance via educational opportunities and resources. 
As such, the 1964 Act signaled a growing concern among the Federal government to use student 
assistance opportunity programs as a tool towards helping youth rise out of poverty.  
Student assistance opportunity programs stand in contrast to more radical positions that 
the federal government could have taken, such as redistributing economic wealth to make higher 
education institutions more affordable or free for disadvantaged students. Instead of such radical 
  10 
positions, the guiding understanding supporting student assistance opportunity programs was that 
through continued training and hard work, students from low-income backgrounds would be able 
to learn the right skills and mindsets towards graduating from higher education and finding good 
jobs. What policymakers wanted was to break the culture of poverty that they believed existed 
among disadvantaged students. 
The culture of poverty and other cultural deficit theories were very convincing among 
policymakers within the federal government. The belief entails that the main reason Americans 
live in poverty is that they harbor harmful cultural values that negatively affect family dynamics 
and mindsets. That said, the phrase culture of poverty picked up an “exaggerated” understanding 
of people in poverty based on ethnographic and social science research that aimed to understand 
the values of those that live in poverty, which included both positive and negative traits 
(Rodman, 1977, p. 869).  As such, toward helping people out of poverty, this exaggerated form 
of understanding culture and poverty, with its emphasis on the negative traits of individuals such 
as being lazy, caught policymakers’ attention. This position entailed that there was no need to 
rethink the fundamental beliefs of capitalism within the United States or to engage in discussions 
about redistributing wealth. Rather, with the right mindset, skills, and opportunities, 
disadvantaged students could learn the right values and develop the skills necessary to be 
productive citizens. Thus, when considering the significance of the Educational Opportunity Act 
of 1964 and later the Higher Education Act of 1965, one must not overlook the dominance of the 
exaggerated culture of poverty beliefs that ground these educational acts.  
Through these higher education acts came the original three TRIO programs: The 
Upward Bound program, which the Educational Opportunity Act of 1964 established initially, 
Talent Search, which the Higher Education Act of 1965 established, and Student Support 
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Services, which came in 1968 (https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/trio/triohistory.html). 
The Federal government bundled the Upward Bound, Talent Search, and Student Support 
Services into the Higher Education Act and the programs became a schooling pipeline to help 
disadvantaged students matriculate into and higher education. Upward Bound aims to help 
disadvantaged high school students learn the values and work ethic necessary to be prepared for 
college. The program “provides opportunities for participants to succeed in their precollege 
performance and ultimately in their higher education pursuits” 
(http://www2.ed.gov/programs/trioupbound/index.html). Talent Search is similar to the Upward 
Bound program in that it seeks to increase the number of disadvantaged high school students into 
higher education institutions too. And Student Support Services seeks to continue the success of 
Upward Bound and Talent Search within higher education institutions by providing 
disadvantaged students who matriculate into college and universities with continued tutoring and 
resources that complement their coursework. Further descriptions of these original three 
programs are at the U.S. Department of Education website 
(https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices//list/ope/trio/index.html).  
 After the solidifying of these three programs within the Higher Education Act, the 
programs’ viability depended on the continued political activity of what would become the TRIO 
professionals (staff and directors) who worked within the programs (John Groutt, Janurary 2003; 
John  Groutt, September 2003). Challenging the Office of Education, which was then the federal 
agency that regulated the TRIO programs, TRIO professionals worked directly with Congress to 
advocate for policies and resources that gave TRIO programs more self-governance and monies 
towards fulfilling the programs’ stated missions of serving disadvantaged students. This effort 
included reiterating to congressional members the importance of the federal government to 
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provide disadvantaged students the opportunity to learn the necessary skills to succeed in 
college. Based on these political maneuvers, the political strength of TRIO professionals grew to 
such an extent that eventually TRIO professionals established a formal organization that 
advocated for TRIO programs - The National Council of Opportunity, or now called, Council for 
Opportunity in Education (COE).3  
 Ironically, amid the success of the TRIO professionals advocating for federal funding for 
the TRIO programs, during the 1980 reauthorization of the Higher Education Act, the TRIO 
professionals were cautions to add a McNair Scholars type of program initially, which could 
have complemented the funding for the other TRIO programs. In particular, the Routh Report, 
which in part aimed to make changes to some of the TRIO programs, argued for the need of a 
program that assists disadvantaged students with getting into graduate school (John  Groutt, 
September 2003, p. 9). Challenging this addition, TRIO professional argued that adding such a 
program may have jeopardized the resources of the original three TRIO programs, and thus was 
not beneficial to implement at the time (John Groutt, Janurary 2003). This event is interesting 
because it signals the emerging desire for the federal government to have a role in helping 
disadvantaged students succeed in graduate school. 
 After the Routh Commission had called for a McNair type of program, the Federal 
response towards increasing disadvantaged students’ access and success within graduate school 
began under Title IX of the Higher Education Act, not Title IV. The G*POP program was a 
federally funded program that provided fellowships to disadvantaged students already within 
graduate school. And at a hearing chaired by Senator Paul Simon titled “Federal responsibility 
for graduate education,” the G*ROP program was described as a useful tool, though 
                                                 
3 http://www.coenet.org/  
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underutilized, in helping disadvantaged students succeed in graduate school (Hearing on the 
reauthorization of the higher education act of 1965: The federal role in assisting colleges and 
universities in providing graduate education, 1983). The main problem with the program, 
however, was that there were not enough disadvantaged students within graduate schools to use 
the allocated monies. Still, the limited success of this program helped to pave the way for future 
discussions about the need for a McNair like program in the future.  
 Specifically, with the initial creation of the G*POP program in addition to a position 
paper written by John Vaughn from the Association of American Universities (AAU) taken 
seriously by Senator Paul Simon, support for what would be known as the McNair program grew 
(John  Groutt, September 2003, p. 16). In fact, the original name of what is now officially known 
as the Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate Program was simply the Post-Baccalaureate 
Achievement Program (Boren et al., 1987, p. 31). Sen. Thurmond proposed to change the name 
to Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement program after the Challenger space disaster 
where Ronald McNair passed away.4  
In advocating for the program name change, Thurmond evoked the merit of McNair as 
being a genius, well rounded, and a hard working citizen that the ancient Greeks would have 
admired. Thurmond argued that naming the program after McNair would support the spirit of the 
TRIO programs toward pushing disadvantaged students away from values learned within 
impoverished environments towards those of hard-working citizens like McNair. In other words, 
if McNair, an African American man, could be successful within higher education and succeed 
with such grace, so could other African American and other types of disadvantaged students. 
                                                 
4 Senator Thurmond (SC). “Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievement Program.” Congressional Record, 
100th Congress, Volume 133-Part 6, page 8486-8487 
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Subsequently, naming the program after McNair had a continued symbolic effect for the TRIO 
programs meritocratic belief. McNair’s image suited the overall context of the War on Poverty.  
 However, even after the formal establishment of the now Ronald E. McNair 
Postbaccalaureate Achievement program, i.e. the McNair program, within the Higher Education 
Act of 1986, the federal government did not fund the program for 5-6 years later until its first 
cohort in 1991.5 With the same mission and expected outcomes as espoused in its original 
conception during the Higher Education Act of 1985, the McNair program acts as a capstone of 
the TRIO programs, where the pipeline from high school to graduate school is now complete. 
From Upward Bound to the McNair Program, the federal government had a complete policy 
response to an impetus that emerged from the War on Poverty.  
 Ultimately, meritocracy, a belief in seizing opportunities, informs the values and 
practices of the McNair program, since its emergence. Since the War on Poverty and the culture 
of poverty arguments that supported much of the thinking at the time, the belief among federal 
policymakers that with the right skills and opportunities disadvantaged students could overcome 
and succeed within higher education institutions and rise out of poverty, remains. Hence, the 
McNair program does not advocate for structural changes within colleges and universities that 
may aid in the success of disadvantaged students, such as policies that argue for a structural 
change to the organization and purpose of higher education. Rather, what the McNair program 
offers students is an opportunity to receive training and mentorship in hopes of becoming 
attractive prospective students for graduate schools.  
 
 
                                                 
5 James B. Stedman, “TRIO Programs: Provisions and Funding,” CRS Report for Congress, January 14, 1987 
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The Meritocratic Structure and Practices of the McNair Program 
 Just as a meritocratic belief undergirds the McNair program, this same belief informs 
formal and informal practices with the program, from the application process to the training and 
opportunities offered. To be clear, even though there is a federal policy for all McNair programs, 
not all 150+ McNair programs across the United States are exactly alike. There are different 
staff, students, and institutional cultures that affect each program. However, all McNair programs 
are the same in the sense of their federal objective, and with that, all of these programs operate 
under the same law and have the same mission. While there are bound to be differences in tone 
and practices across McNair programs located at different colleges and universities across the 
nation, one must not overlook the core policy and accompanying beliefs that ground each 
McNair program, which includes recognizing the role of meritocracy.   
In understanding the formal and informal practices of a McNair program, understanding 
how the program operates as an academic affairs or student affairs program within colleges and 
universities is pivotal. While McNair staff consists mostly of staff members and not faculty 
members, the program seeks to instill academic professionalism within participating students. As 
such, many faculty members within colleges and universities may not know what the McNair 
program is fully, and the ones who do may not be as involved with the program given that there 
is no obligation on the part of faculty members to participate in the program. Rather, faculty 
members are involved when it comes to them serving as, ideally, mentors for McNair Scholars. 
As such, academic and student affairs professionals, some that have their PhDs too, direct the 
activities and content of McNair programs.   
Towards understanding how a meritocratic belief informs most of the McNair programs’ 
practices, it is helpful to outline the different phases of the program and to locate within each 
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phase the central role of meritocracy that informs the practice and interactions among McNair 
staff, students, and participating faculty members. While there are federally sanctioned activities 
that McNair programs may engage (i.e. counseling services, mentoring involving faculty 
members, and cultural events/academic programs), how individual programs implement these 
activities may vary from program to program, and thus each program can have its unique 
handbook about what their program looks like. Accordingly, I rely on my experiences as a 
former McNair Scholar in addition to online content from McNair Programs to inform my 
explanation of the curricula and practices within the program. In explaining the McNair program 
in this general sense, though recognizing the differences that may exist across programs, below I 
explain the McNair program as consisting of four phases: 1) application process, 2) classroom 
training, 3) the mentorship component, and 4) exiting the program. These four phases are 
fundamental to all McNair programs given the natural trajectory of student participation in the 
program; thus, examining these phases can help reveal how the meritocratic belief that helped 
shaped the program since the War on Poverty.  
 
Phase 1: Application Process  
 The application process of the McNair Program is similar to the application process for 
graduate school, where students submit personal statements, research statements, and at least two 
letters of recommendation6. Still, individual McNair programs may have a unique way of 
admitting students that slightly deviates. Accordingly, what I write here is a general description 
of the application process and may not describe every detail that a particular program has its 
application process. That said, submitting the McNair application is one of the first lessons 
                                                 
6 For example, see DePaul University’s McNair Program Application: https://resources.depaul.edu/center-for-
access-and-attainment/trio/Documents/Application%20Process%20McNair%20and%20AMF%202015.pdf  
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towards preparing students for graduate school from the McNair program’s perspective. The 
process identifies students motivated to attend graduate school by seeing if they are capable of 
completing application requirements similar to graduate school applications, such as having a 3.0 
GPA, personal and research statements, and two or three recommendation letters. Also, they ask 
for students’ parents most recent tax information to review students’ financial background. The 
financial documents are important given that two-thirds of McNair programs must have students 
that are specifically from low-income backgrounds. Equally important, students interested in 
being McNair Scholars must have completed their second year of college.  
Depending on the McNair program and the university institution overall, some students 
learn about the McNair application from mass emails sent out to underrepresented students. 
Other students may hear about the program from faculty members and staff familiar with the 
program. Thus, while the mass emails sent to underrepresented students may cut down on some 
of the meritocratic approaches, there is still the reality that certain faculty members and staff 
familiar with the McNair program can identify and recommend students to apply to become a 
McNair scholar. For example, during my time as a McNair scholar, I remember a few faculty 
members walking into the McNair office to follow-up about a student they believed to be 
excellent for the McNair program. This added mode of reaching out to potential McNair scholars 
through social connections speaks to the impurity and complexity of the meritocratic belief of the 
program, where instances of non-meritocratic interactions may emerge. Faculty members and 
staff may even have an established relationship with McNair staff and thus already talk about a 
potential applicant before the student applies.  
 The application process is a two-step process: the first being an application and the 
second being interviews. The application consists of two recommendation letters (one 
  18 
professional and one personal), a personal statement, and a research interest statement. All three 
of these initial requirements involve students demonstrating networking skills in addition to 
having a set of intellectual interest to pursue as McNair scholars and beyond. Acquiring 
recommendation letters may be difficult for some students compared to others depending on if 
students have established both professional and personal relationships with faculty members 
regarding interest in conducting research. In particular, depending on how well students 
demonstrate their interests to such potential recommenders through their studies and informal 
communications, obtaining recommendations letters may be difficult for some students 
compared to others. Getting recommendations act as a meritocratic test to become a McNair 
scholar because it asks the question - does the student have the ability to network and obtain 
recommendation letters.  
 Writing the personal statement and research statement are additional meritocratic trials. 
The ability to write effectively is vital for becoming an attractive prospective graduate student. 
Thus, the McNair application requires students to state how their personal experiences have 
contributed to their motivation for becoming a McNair Scholar and, if accepted, what research 
topics, ideas, and problems would they like to pursue. Especially for first-generation and 
underrepresented students, being in college is already a new, challenging experience that has a 
learning curve to succeed. Even with this pressure, the McNair application seeks first-generation 
and underrepresented students that have the skill to demonstrate an ability to do well in college 
and take steps towards thinking like a researcher. How students arrive at this belief while 
learning to become a researcher can vary – e.g. perhaps some attain this belief through writing 
literature reviews for their writing courses. The point is that not just any underrepresented 
student is going to succeed in a) feeling confident enough to apply for the program and b) get 
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accepted into the program. The operating assumption from the program’s perspective is that 
there is merit to a student able to put together a convincing application.  
 During the second state of the process, McNair staff conducts interviews with students. 
Some McNair programs may have two interviews – one with the staff and one with current 
McNair scholars. Other McNair programs may just have one interview consisting of the student 
and the McNair staff. Regardless, during the interviews, the McNair staff is double-checking the 
character, motivation, and communication skills of students. Their hope is to ensure that selected 
students are trainable, motivated, and able to handle adversity in preparing for and applying to 
graduate school, a task that involves additional stress on top of their regular studies. Interviews 
last only about an hour for students, but the importance of students demonstrating their 
motivation and trainability is crucial.  
 If a student completes the application process successfully and the McNair staff finds the 
applicant to be worthy of being a McNair scholar, then the applicant receives a congratulatory 
email and letter notifying them that the McNair program accepted them based on the merits of 
their application. Thus, through the entire application process, a student becomes a McNair 
scholar not simply because they are underrepresented in higher education, but because the 
program found them to be, ideally, one of the most skilled underrepresented students that applied 
to the program. The McNair program operates with a meritocratic belief where the most skilled 
and thus worthy can become McNair Scholars. Though the words are not often used to describe 
the McNair program, the program is reflective of a notion of student success very similar to 
W.E.B Dubois (1994/1903) conception of the talented tenth, where a select few of the few 
become McNair Scholars.  
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Phase 2: Classroom Training 
Each McNair program will go about their classroom training in different ways. Some 
McNair programs will host a class for McNair scholars the entire academic year, usually meeting 
weekly. For example, see University of Wisconsin-Madison 2015 Ronald E. McNair Post-
Baccalaureate Achievement Program Handbook (see Appendix A (page 23), which outlines 
scholars’ activities on a month-by-month basis.7 Other programs may only have classes during 
one semester or quarter, such as in the spring semester or quarter. Most, if not all, programs have 
summer classes and activities. Such classes are the main avenue for McNair staff to interact with 
and teach McNair scholars’ research and networking skills towards becoming attractive graduate 
students.  
Never forgetting that the belief in meritocracy sustains the McNair program, the research 
activities offered students all require McNair Scholars to demonstrate their trainability and 
adaptability. Whether throughout an entire academic year or within the limited time of a summer, 
during class sessions McNair staff teach a range of topics such as how to read like a scholar, 
write a literature review, apply for funding opportunities, and take the GRE test required for 
many graduate programs within the United States. In learning these skills, McNair scholars have 
to complete weekly and monthly assignments such as worksheets, research papers, and 
PowerPoint presentations. The actual combination of assignments and types of lessons depends 
on each McNair program but reflects the same aim and spirit.      
At the same time that McNair scholars are competing these various class sessions and 
assignments, they are building relationships with faculty members in hopes of obtaining strong 
letters of recommendation to graduate school. In fact, some McNair staff give out assignments 
                                                 
7 https://grad.wisc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/StudentHandbook_2015_MAIN_Document-1.pdf 
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aimed at helping students develop and maintain relationships with faculty members. For 
example, one assignment may be to reach out and email three faculty members that share similar 
research interest. The point of these types of assignments is for McNair scholars to begin helping 
students become comfortable with communicating with faculty members that will become 
pivotal to students’ eventual success as a McNair scholar, i.e., acceptance into a graduate 
program, preferably a doctoral program.  
With all of these responsibilities in the McNair program, McNair Scholars are busy 
learning about becoming scholarly, conducting research, and interacting with faculty members. 
The various instructions and assignments are all challenges that McNair scholars have to meet to 
remain within the program. This scholarly pressure is in addition to the regular academic 
responsibilities of undergraduate students, such as maintaining a full course load, working at a 
job, and keeping contact with family members. Indeed, being a McNair scholar can be stressful 
given the dual pressures of both the McNair program and their undergraduate studies, a stressful 
experience that I documented while observing students’ work during a McNair class (Vaughan 
III, 2017).  
There are monetary and other benefits for McNair scholars during the mandatory summer 
portion of their time in the program while working with faculty members on research projects. 
McNair scholars receive stipends ($2,800) and sometimes course credit for working with faculty 
members given that the summer research is essentially an independent study. Also, there may be 
opportunities for food and guest speakers that enrich the experience during the summer. The 
purpose of these benefits is to ensure that McNair Scholars focus on developing their research 
skills and graduate application material over the summer rather than working other part-time jobs 
or participating in other opportunities that may distract them from this focus. Essentially, McNair 
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staff pays students for their time and skill development, and to secure these financial and 
academic benefits McNair scholars have to fulfill the expectations of them. At the end of the 
summer research, students complete a research paper and/or research poster, ideally with 
guidance from a faculty member, which they may present at a McNair or related undergraduate 
conference.   
 
Phase III: Mentoring Component  
 What one must not overlook regarding a McNair scholar’s time within the program are 
students’ interactions with faculty members. Faculty-student relationships are central because 
they allow students to attain academic success through the attainment of knowledge and skills, 
references, and signatures that have institutional power for students to exist within academia. 
Highlighting the importance of faculty-student relationships within the McNair program, Cornell 
University McNair program’s website outlines why a student working with a faculty member is 
key to their scholarly development during the program:  
The most critical feature of the McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievement Program is the 
Faculty Mentor/McNair Scholar relationship. Faculty Mentors provide exposure and 
insight essential for the McNair scholar to understand the skills needed to become 
successful in the academic world. Their time, energy, expertise and commitment to 
mentoring scholars are invaluable resources that increase the quality of the McNair 
experience. For the Scholar, the benefit of participating in the program depends to a large 
extent on the supportive relationship between the Faculty Mentor and Scholar. 
(https://oadi.cornell.edu/programs/student-success-programs/mcnair/faculty-
mentors.html)   
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As highlighted in the Cornell statement, the faculty-student relationship is the fundamental 
mechanism for educating students about what it means to be in academia in addition to how to 
conduct research. The McNair program seeks to prepare students for this reality by having them 
work with a faculty member before attending graduate school. That said, the relationship 
between faculty members and the McNair program varies, especially when considering the status 
of tenure-track and tenured faculty members. Some faculty members may be aware and heavily 
involved with a McNair program at a particular college or university. Other faculty members 
may know little about the McNair program at their institution but become aware when a McNair 
scholar contacts them in hopes of finding a mentor and potential recommendation writer. Thus, 
the bond that holds the relationship between the McNair program and faculty members is the 
McNair scholar; otherwise, faculty members have no obligation to participate as a resource for 
the McNair program.  
From a student perspective, how and why faculty members decide to work with a McNair 
scholar may depend on the faculty members’ willingness to work with the McNair Scholar. 
McNair scholars have to demonstrate a serious attitude about wanting to learn about research and 
graduate school to make a positive impression on faculty members. For example, a fear many 
students may feel, which I felt during the program, is if a faculty member perceives them as 
lacking academic rigor, the ability to conduct research, or a solid work ethic. All of these 
potential negative characteristics risk students’ ability to convince a faculty member to work 
with them on research projects. Thus, McNair Scholars experience pressure to act scholarly 
before they may know how to do research in order for them to make a good impression on 
faculty members they hope to work with and eventually obtain letters of recommendation from.   
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However, additional reasons may exist regarding why a faculty member decides to work 
with a McNair scholar in addition to believing that a McNair scholar has a good work ethic. For 
example, California State Polytechnic University’s McNair program posted a McNair Scholars 
Faculty Mentor Handbook with a list of possible benefits for faculty mentor. These benefits 
include: “opportunities to engage in a close mentoring relationships,” “an indispensable research 
assistant,” “personal reward from contributing to a Scholar’s career development and academic 
growth,” “meet and interact with other faculty members,” “opportunity to co-publish a scholarly 
paper in a refereed journal,” “enhance tenure and promotion packets,” and “Up to $625 total 
stipend for fall, winter, spring, and summer components with each scholar.”8 A combination of 
these reasons may explain why faculty members may serve as a mentor for a McNair Scholar. 
Some faculty members may be going up for tenure and need to add service experiences to their 
background. Helping underrepresented undergraduate students become strong prospective 
graduate students is a positive mark on one’s curriculum vitae (CV). Other reasons may include a 
faculty member in need of a research assistant or a commitment to diversifying higher education 
by serving underrepresented students. Perhaps a faculty member is taken by a sincere request 
from a McNair scholar to help them reach their goals of getting into graduate school; for 
example, see the recruitment video posted by Kansas State University’s McNair program about 
the relationship between a student named Anthony and his faculty mentor9. Indeed, reasons for 
why faculty members decide to work with students is less straightforward than one might expect 
given varies factors and benefits in play. 
                                                 
8 https://www.cpp.edu/~mcnair/docs/MentorHandbook_Cohort16_2014.pdf, p. 7 
9 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mIgclJCY3Ho 
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Nonetheless, in helping students build these relationships, the program trains students to 
interact with faculty members by teaching communication skills and by exposing them to 
scholarly discourse. For example, McNair scholars learn how to send convincing emails, give an 
evaluator speech about their research interests, and talk about literature that interests them. 
Learning these skills adds confidence to McNair scholars and thus a greater chance to impress a 
faculty member. Thus, by the time faculty members meet McNair Scholars the program has 
begun to train students with a strong scholarly disposition.  
Even with this professional development in how McNair Scholars select particular 
faculty members for recommendation letters for graduate may vary depending on students’ 
research interests and what classes they have taken thus far during their undergraduate studies. 
Some McNair Scholars might know two or three faculty members that they would like to work 
with if they took classes with these faculty members. Other times McNair Scholars may have to 
search for faculty members that suit their interests, which includes reading faculty members’ 
research profiles online. For other McNair Scholars studying disciplines that include labs, they 
might have an easier time finding faculty members to work with because of the lab context. 
Therefore, there is slight unpredictability in how students apply their communication skills when 
it comes to finding faculty members willing to work with them. 
That said, even though a McNair Scholar may impress a faculty member enough for them 
to agree to mentor the student, the relationships can grow or diminish over time. For instance, if 
a McNair Scholar’s research interest change or it turns out that the interest between them and the 
faculty member does not align as originally thought, the two could drift apart. However, if 
interests remain constant and as student demonstrates a continued effort to act scholarly and a 
willingness to make sure that faculty members know what they are up to regarding their study, 
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then the relationship may develop into a strong recommendation letter for graduate school, as 
hoped for by the student and McNair staff. These faculty-student relationships are some of the 
first impressions of working with faculty members that students will have in the context of 
research and preparing for graduate school. 
 
Phase III: Exiting the Program  
 After McNair Scholars complete their summer research and enter their senior academic 
year, they begin applying to graduate programs. The senior year of McNair Scholars can be 
exhausting given that much of their work as McNair Scholars and undergraduate students is 
coming to a head, and there are high expectations of them by family, friends, and McNair staff to 
perform well and achieve success. Thus, in addition to completing senior undergraduate 
requirements such as making sure credit requirements are satisfied, McNair Scholars have to 
write personal statements, research statements, ask for strong recommendation letters from 
faculty members, and take the GRE test if their interested graduate programs require it for 
admission decisions. All of these expectations and social pressure culminates in the senior year 
where there is a high stress / high reward period.  
 Once students submit their graduate applications, deadlines that are usually in the months 
of December or January, McNair Scholars have to endure waiting to hear back from graduate 
programs. This period of waiting can be just as stressful as submitting applications because many 
students may question if they worked hard enough, learned enough skills, and had the most 
impressive impressions.  
 From the period of late January to June, students hear back from graduate programs 
either confirming or complicating their hard work. Of course, these decisions may affect McNair 
Scholars in different ways, especially if students have thought about other options after 
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undergraduate study besides graduate school. Students accepted into graduate programs, 
particularly with funding, are additional success stories and statistics for the McNair program. 
Students accepted without good funding packages, are in a more complicated position given that 
they are a success from the McNair program’s perspective but may feel otherwise given that 
their hard work over the last two years or so has not resulted in a good funding package. Lastly, 
McNair Scholars not accepted into any graduate programs are the last thing the McNair program 
wants, and these students have to evaluate their merit whether to re-apply to graduate programs, 
potentially staying another year in college to do so, or they may simply move on to other life 
goals.  
 At the end of the academic year for graduating McNair scholars, whether they are 
matriculating into graduate school or not, there may be a final celebratory meeting or banquet to 
celebrate students’ participation and completion of the McNair Program. During the celebratory 
moments, McNair staff and McNair Scholars thank each other for their hard work. All the skills 
and training received comes to a head, and these final meetings of celebration aim to capture that 
hard work and reflect on current and future success. In other words, from the beginning to the 
end of the McNair program, a meritocratic belief sweeps through most of the activities.  
 
Summary 
To understand the McNair program, one has to recognize how a meritocratic belief 
undergirds the program. The program holds onto the belief that underrepresented undergraduate 
students will successfully matriculate into academia by learning skills and improving their work 
ethics. Indeed, other policies towards assisting underrepresented undergraduate students into 
higher education could have existed than those based on a meritocracy belief that stems from 
policy discussions during the War on Poverty. For one, there could have been a federal effort to 
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reshape the admission, funding, and curricula content of higher education, in unison, using 
federal funds as leverage. Instead of such a critical approach, the federal government established 
programs like the McNair program as space for underrepresented students to learn how to get 
along and work well within higher education. In other words, the problem is not colleges and 
universities, but underrepresented students lacking necessary scholarly work ethic, skills, and 
opportunities.   
 One important implication of being aware of the role of meritocracy within the McNair 
program includes understanding how the program frames faculty member and student 
relationships. Faculty member and student relations are a central phase of the McNair program, 
i.e. the mentorship component, and will be a fundamental phase of underrepresented 
undergraduate students’ study during graduate school. To explore the phenomenon of faculty-
student relationships, one has to situate questions about the McNair program and its mentoring 
component within the scope of meritocracy. In analyzing the program and comparing its 
espoused values and practices against evidence of program outcomes, it is important to situate 
such analysis within this meritocratic context. Doing so does not mean that the belief in 
meritocracy is the correct or best belief for preparing underrepresented students for graduate 
school. Indeed, notions of meritocracy have limitations, contradictions, and falsehoods 
(McNamee & Jr., 2009); though there certainly are arguments for making sure people have work 
ethic and skills. Rather, recognizing the role of meritocracy within the McNair program is a way 
to explore the McNair program with more intention. 
With awareness of a meritocratic discourse undergirding the McNair program, the 
following chapter looks at why exploring the mentoring component of the program discursively 
is beneficial in helping to understand a possible discord between the espoused program outcomes 
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and students’ experiences. Simply because a meritocratic discourse explains many of the 
components of the McNair program does not mean that this discourse reflects the experiences of 
students who participate and move on from the program. Rather, discursive insight will help to 
explore range of articulations related to the possible discord between the program and students’ 
experiences. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review – Examining the Mentorship Component of the McNair 
Program  
 
In the last chapter, I outlined how a meritocracy undergirds the McNair program, 
including the mentorship component of the program. Extending this insight, in this chapter I 
argue that to understand the mentorship component better there is a need to question the 
component within a discursive mindset. In particular, in examining the mentorship component, it 
is beneficial to recognize the potential discord between the intentions of the McNair program and 
students’ articulations of their experience within and after the program. Toward this end, I rely 
on discussions about the politics of mentorship and discussion about formal mentoring programs 
to explore the potential discord between the intentions of the McNair program regarding its 
mentorship component and students’ perceptions during and after the program. I first address 
mentorship literature that speaks to some of the current understandings of mentoring 
underrepresented students within higher education and the role of formal mentoring programs. 
Then, I highlight the issues of why it is important to examine formal mentoring programs 
discursively. In doing this, I address the field of discourse analysis, an approach that privileges 
language, among other forms of representation, as key to examining the meaning surrounding 
program learning outcomes. This analysis includes reviewing aspects of the field of student 
learning assessment to understand the ways documenting and analyzing student learning acts 
discursively. Ultimately, I frame the exploration of the mentorship component of the McNair 
program as a discursive project towards addressing how the exchange of articulations between 
programs and students may differ. 
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A Struggle: Mentorship and Underrepresented Students within Higher Education  
Towards understanding the mentoring of underrepresented students within higher 
education, one ought to view mentorship as referring to a type of social good or social capital, 
not simply as being an opportunity for growth. For example, as Pamela Laird (2006) writes 
about, in the 1970s, the use of the term mentorship became a way to talk about how people could 
acquire knowledge and opportunities through the guidance of those with power and connections. 
During this time, issues regarding women’s access to leadership positions within businesses was 
a popular cultural movement, and various authors used the term mentorship as a positive way to 
talk about how women may gain access to and transition into leadership roles within the 
American economy (Laird, 2006, pp. 277-282). Women needed the right help, i.e. connections, 
for their dreams of being a business leader to become a reality, and the concept of mentorship 
provided a vocabulary and viewpoint for having these discussions. Thus, access to mentorship 
was not only about the opportunity to learn but to network too. 
With this example of mentorship as a type of social good, it becomes clearer why many 
higher educational thinkers, especially since the 1960s civil rights movement, have and continue 
to use mentorship as a way to talk about addressing institutional struggles within higher 
education, such as the lack of diversity among administrators, faculty, and student populations. 
For instance, in highlighting the role of mentorship towards increasing faculty diversity, Caroline 
Sotello Viernes Turner and Juan Carlos Gonzalez’s (2015) wrote a book titled “Modeling 
Mentoring Across Race/ Ethnicity and Gender: Practices to Cultivate the Next Generation of 
Diverse Faculty.” Within the book are a series of narratives by faculty members and graduate 
students that outline what a successful faculty-student relationship may look like for 
underrepresented graduate students and how these relationships are productive towards students’ 
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inclusion within academia. In the book, Turner and Gonzalez argue that mentorship is a viable 
approach among educators for addressing institutional challenges.  
Subsequently, when considering the role of mentorship between faculty and 
underrepresented students, how the social connections of faculty relate to the academic and 
professional growth of students is a central concern. Faculty members are not all powerful within 
higher education, especially with the expansion of administrative roles in colleges and 
universities, but they possess the institutional knowledge and social connections fundamental to 
students’ academic and professional growth. For example, in explaining an aspect of faculty-
student relations in graduate school, particularly as it pertains to tenured and tenure-track faculty 
members advising students, Patricia Hinchey and Isabel Kimmel write:  
“The nature of an advising relationship is most often defined solely by the faculty 
member because after all, the faculty member is the one holding institutional power in 
such relationships. The student, then, is utterly dependent on the faculty member’s sense 
of what should be appropriate, too often formulated without any particular attention to an 
individual students’ unique needs” (Hinchey & Kimmel, 2000, p. 101) 
  
As such, just as many students in graduate school heavily depend on faculty members to support 
them (with the limited institutional power they possess) many underrepresented students across 
higher education carry this burden too. Thus, because many faculty members, specifically 
tenured faculty, have influence within colleges and universities and operate as a primary source 
of gatekeeping to employment, publication outlets, and degree attainment, students have to 
recognize and work with faculty in order for them to have access to their social capital in 
addition to skill training. 
Whether learning research skills or social norms, underrepresented students’ relationship 
with faculty is fundamental to underrepresented students’ process of navigating higher education. 
Specifically, faculty members provide both formal and informal information and connections to 
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students that aid in their advancement. This reality is especially pressing for underrepresented 
students that may or may not be aware of the importance of faculty members when it comes to 
their future in higher education. Subsequently, undergraduate research opportunities, the McNair 
program being one, aim to help introduce underrepresented students to the importance of faculty-
student relationship (Winkle-Wagner & Locks, 2014).  
However, even with such preparation, finding mentorship remains a struggle for some 
underrepresented students more than others. For instance, for the most part, many faculty 
members in graduate programs may believe they provide adequate mentorship to their graduate 
students. However, such perceptions do not necessarily coincide with the practices and 
experiences reported in previous studies. Indeed, as Geneva Gay points out, those concerned 
about mentorship within academia should not take faculty-student relationships for granted nor 
should they take faculty members’ words for granted. Emphasizing this point, Gay states:  
[Faculty members] are ‘benevolent’ in that they claim to be advocates of students, and 
are willing to support them in whatever they choose to do. The support, in reality, 
becomes a form of non-directive laissez faire behaviors that leave students to flounder 
about, trying to find their way on their own though the writing aspects of their program of 
study. (Gay, 2004, p. 277) 
 
In other words, while some faculty members may believe they are helpful to students their 
actions may not reflect their intentions. Accordingly, there is a need to examine the relationship 
between graduate students and faculty members because differences may exist between what 
faculty members believe they provide students and what students experience during their 
relationship with faculty. In fact, some graduate students have reported feeling that they receive a 
lack of mentorship from their advisors. In a 1977 study, Rodney Hartnett and Joseph Katz 
conducted interviews with graduate students about their perception of interacting with faculty 
and found that “graduate students made it forcefully clear that the attention they get from 
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[faculty members] is far from adequate. Students [did] not receive sufficient feedback about their 
work from their [advisors], nor [did] they have sufficient opportunity for thinking and working 
together with them” (Hartnett & Katz, 1977, pp. 551-561). Continuing this sentiment of 
dissatisfaction, in a 1997 survey, researchers questioned 190 graduate students from a variety of 
disciplines about their graduate experience. Based on the study, one of the reported challenges 
was that faculty were often unavailable or unhelpful in providing necessary training beyond the 
confines of classroom time (Luna & Cullen, 1998, p. 326). Students unable to meet faculty 
outside of class felt experiencing a negative learning environment. A 2006 study by Rebecca 
Aanerud, Lori Homer, Maresi Nerad, and Joseph Cerny found that doctoral graduates from 
various disciplines reported that "although academic careers were encouraged during their time 
as [doctoral students], most respondents were not getting the research and publication mentoring 
critical for their success within academic (research) careers" (Aanerud, Homer, Nerad, & Cerny, 
2006, p. 128). These general sentiments of lack and inconsistency highlight the struggle for 
graduate students to find faculty members capable and willing to work with students.  
Thus, underrepresented graduate students have perceived themselves as unable to receive 
mentorship from faculty too, as Mark Chesler, Amanda Lewis, and James Crowfoot point out:  
"One common situation faced by... graduate students of color and women is the relative 
absence of mentoring and sponsored access to important informal information about 
opportunities for funding, contacts with influential people in a particular field of 
specialization, and local opportunities for participation in formal organizational 
activities" (Chesler et al., 2005, p. 63) 
 
By highlighting the absence of obtaining such informal information among underrepresented 
graduate students, the authors provide insight into the risk a lack of mentorship may have on 
underrepresented graduate students’ academic and professional growth. Highlighting this sense 
of lack, Shiri Noy and Rashawn Ray’s (2012) study based on the Survey on Doctoral Education 
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and Career Preparation that underrepresented graduate students reported instances of feeling less 
respected intellectually by faculty. This feeling of being less respected had negative implications 
for students’ sense of intellectual growth. Similarly, Eva Graham wrote that some elite research 
institutes have a “gender bias in STEM disciplines [that has] a negative impact on access by 
female students to opportunities in the laboratory and ultimately in research groups...[which] can 
drive feelings of inadequacy that become difficult to overcome” (Graham, 2013, p. 82). Given 
the depth of insight from these studies, one can discern that social categories like race, gender, 
and class are important factors in questioning the relationship between students and faculty. Such 
social categories may shed light on why underrepresented students experience marginalization 
and exclusion within academia.  
With this critical understanding of mentorship, on the one hand, I question how the 
McNair program portrays the preparation of underrepresented students for working with faculty 
members within higher education. On the other hand, I am concerned about the experiences of 
participants in the program. How the McNair program frames and uses the practice of 
mentorship in regards to faculty-student relationships is a primary concern. Thus, understanding 
mentorship from the concerns of underrepresented students would benefit from a more cultural 
and conflict theory viewpoint than a common functional-structural perspective that attempts to 
understand underrepresented student mentorship in assimilative and integrationist terms 
(Davidson & Foster-Johnson, 2001). While mentorship may be a useful term for concerns about 
inclusion and development, those worried about mentorship must think about the practice in a 
critical manner as well. Leigh Hall and Leslie Burns provide a useful reframing of mentorship 
within graduate schooling that has larger implications for discussion about mentorship within 
higher education, stating:  
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Mentoring relationships, then, are not inherently reciprocal and may in fact be coercive. 
Though students can, to some extent, choose their own mentors, they often have limited 
power in controlling what will happen in their subsequent relationships. Students who 
question valued identities or seek to develop identities that do not fit the status quo may 
find themselves excluded. (Hall & Burns, 2009, p. 60)  
 
In describing mentorship relationships, Hall and Burns highlight a critical insight into thinking 
about the role of politics and the question of underrepresented students’ position within 
academia. Rather than see the absence or inconsistency of mentorship as simply a breakdown in 
organization and communication between faculty and students, we need to view the absence of 
mentorship as politically and socially alarming. Within faculty-student relationships, there are 
political and social factors that, in part, shape the flow and outcome of the relationships.  
 
Formal Mentoring Programs: The McNair Program 
When it comes to studying mentorship, it is important to make a distinction between 
formal mentoring and informal mentoring. Formal mentoring refers to institutionally supported 
programs that pair a mentor and mentee together for a specific purpose, such as increasing the 
representation of underrepresented students within higher education. The McNair program is a 
formal mentoring program because it seeks to pair underrepresented undergraduate students with 
faculty members towards helping them learn about research and how to apply and matriculate 
into graduate school. Other formal mentoring programs include programs such as the BIG 
Academic Alliance (formerly known as CIC) Summer Research Opportunity Program 
(https://www.btaa.org/students/srop/introduction) and the Leadership Alliance program 
(http://www.theleadershipalliance.org/) that aims to provide underrepresented students with 
mentorship from faculty within the context of research too.  
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In contrast, informal mentoring refers to the idealistic notion of a mentorship relationship 
where the relationship is natural, long lasting, and personal (Inzer & Crawford, 2005, p. 33). As 
such, informal mentoring is a more romantic idea of personal development where the 
relationship between a mentor and mentee is candid and without explicitly pre-thought 
requirements and expectations.  
In studying formal mentoring programs, Katharina Lucas (2001, p. 26) makes a great 
point that we need to distinguish between what mentorship looks like within an organization 
versus organically. Part of the process of understanding mentoring within formal programs is to 
focus on what primary goal or problem does a program seek to address by facilitating mentorship 
relationships. By having a better understanding of the central purpose of the mentorship 
relationship, there is a better opportunity to understand how roles develop and grow between a 
mentor and mentee. Accordingly, despite the lack of romantic sentiments that formal mentoring 
may emit, there is still much meaning to observe when it comes to mentorship relationships 
within planned settings. For example, within Lucas’s (2001) study about a mentoring program 
called Project Mentor, where the program paired undergraduate students with middle school 
students, she found that the roles of mentors and mentees were constantly evolving given how 
mentors and mentees articulated their relationships. In particular, themes found to be important 
within these articulations included the program setting and personalities.  
Subsequently, when it comes to studying formal mentoring programs, there is a need to 
be attentive to how people articulate meaningfulness regarding their mentor-mentee relationships 
and how these articulations hold up in comparison to the expectations of the program that has 
particular problems it hopes to address through mentorship. Likewise, articulation, then, is a 
central concept towards studying formal mentoring programs such as the McNair program. To 
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seek to understand articulations within the context of formal mentoring programs is to seek out 
meanings and perceptions. As such, the tools and logic of discursive forms of analysis can play a 
vital role when studying formal mentoring programs. 
There have been complementary ways of studying formal mentoring programs that 
support a discursive analysis approach, which has helped people understand mentorship 
relationships within formal mentoring programs. For example, the use of a grounded theory 
approach that relies on collecting evidence from interviews, observations, and surveys to glean 
what mentors and mentees are thinking or have thought about within a program is common in 
academic journals such as Mentoring and Tutoring. These studies provide valuable insights into 
some of the practices and experiences that transpire within mentorship relationships within 
formal mentoring programs. However, towards addressing how people articulate their 
experiences within formal mentoring programs, additional emphasis on analyzing experiences as 
discursive artifacts is beneficial. Much of the meaning-making and communication among 
mentors and mentees comes in the form of narratives that are discursively rich to analyze. As 
such, program language, how mentors write and talk about their mentees, how mentees talk and 
write about their mentors, and the settings that mentors and mentees operate in, particularly 
within higher education, are all valuable sources of evidence of articulations.  
For this reason, it is beneficial to view a narrative approach as useful towards 
conceptualizing the various sources of evidence available from formal mentoring programs. This 
viewpoint helps to establish an understanding about how the underlying program beliefs within 
formal mentoring programs, such as the meritocratic belief within the McNair Scholar program, 
may affect mentorship relationships within and beyond the program. A narrative analysis 
approach can be useful towards understanding the mentoring component within the McNair 
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program because it provides both reasoning and tools towards analyzing articulations. The better 
we understand these articulations, the better we may understand the experiences of participants 
in the program. This includes knowing when there is possible disconnect between the ideas the 
program espouses and participants’ perceptions of their experiences. 
 
Formal Mentoring Programs, Learning Outcomes, and Discourse  
 When it comes to the project of analyzing learning outcomes of formal mentoring 
programs, viewed as a discursive project, it is important to treat outcome statements as harboring 
ideas and expectations about what counts as student learning. As such, to understand the 
meanings of what counts as student learning within a program, treating learning outcome 
statements and other modes of communicating these outcomes, as discursively rich may help 
unearth underlying politics and ideas that ground particular notions of student learning. For this 
reason, there is a need to understand learning outcomes within a context, and how to treat these 
outcomes as discursive artifacts.  
In general, student-learning outcomes are expectations set by educators that state what 
students ought to know and be able to perform after participating in a program. The outcomes act 
as guides that help explain structure curricula and pedagogy. Particularly since the 1980s, the use 
of student learning outcomes within higher education was a way to bring accountability to higher 
education institutions amidst various educational claims that college and universities made on 
campus, college, and program levels (Ewell, 2009). Currently, while regional higher education 
accreditors push for colleges and universities to document student learning, presentations of 
learning outcomes tend to lack rigor in communicating what students learn. Accordingly, the 
transparency and communication of learning outcomes are not always good. Often, institutions 
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post outcomes arbitrarily on their web page in an unfortunate obscure way and may be so vague 
that they do not specify what they intend students to learn. Nonetheless, student-learning 
outcomes have a central role in the assessment of student learning within higher education given 
the overall view that such statements are a main form of framing educational improvement and 
accountability. 
Nearly 30 years ago, George Kuh and Elizabeth Whitt (1988) made an interesting 
statement that, unfortunately, seems lacking in discussions about student learning outcomes, 
particularly when it comes to program level learning outcomes. In particular, Kuh and Whitt 
wrote: 
By viewing higher education institutions as cultural enterprises, we may learn how 
the college experience contributes to divisions of class, race, gender, and age within 
institutions as well as throughout society, how a college or university relates to its 
prospective, current, and former students, and how to deal more effectively within 
conflicts between competing interests groups” (Kuh & Whitt, 1988, p. 9) 
The insights of these words hold relevance today when considering the role of student learning 
outcomes in higher education.  Administrators, faculty members, student-affairs professionals, 
and students bring with them a host of social and political ways of being, thinking, and seeing. 
As such, it is a mistake to overlook this context from the construction and presentation of 
learning outcomes. The usefulness of viewing learning outcomes as contextual artifacts is that it 
treats such outcomes as socially meaningful. 
 However, treating learning outcomes as contextual calls for forms of analysis that go 
beyond merely discerning if the correct verb is present within particular outcome statements 
(Adelman, February 2015). With different questions come new challenges in framing and 
analyzing issues. The treatment of student learning outcomes as contextual pushes the analysis of 
them beyond concerns for syntax. Rather, what is necessary is the recognition that “to understand 
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[cultural phenomenon] is to explore how meaning is produced symbolically through the 
signifying practices of language within material and institutional contexts” (Baker & Galasinski, 
2001, p.4) and with this understanding to then strive to know if students are meeting learning 
outcomes. Ultimately, the use of learning outcomes depends on first recognizing them as a 
discourse made possible through forms of symbolic work (Willis, 1990/2002, p. 285).  
 Thus, learning outcomes are signifiers where meaning depends on particular institutional 
(program) contexts. Those interested in student learning should not take learning outcomes or 
their effects for granted subsequently. If the meaning within learning outcomes is open to 
interpretation, then the field falls within the realm of politics and representation much like 
notions of race, gender, and class are positioned as types of political performative practices 
(McCarthy, 1995). Understanding learning outcome as a matter of politics and representation 
entails the belief that to design and a student learning experiences is to engage in a symbolic 
practice that outlines articulations of what learning is and is not within an institutional/program 
context. From this understanding, assessments of learning outcomes privilege particular ways of 
knowing and types of content at the expense of other ways of knowing and content.  
 Framing learning outcomes as fixed and outside the realm of politics and representation 
risks obfuscating the meaning of learning outcomes. The importance of studying learning 
outcomes as contextual, in contrast, is to point out how politics and meaning inform notions of 
what counts as learning for both the program and participants. Learning outcomes assessment 
needs to be thought of as a cultural and political practice; assessments push and frame meanings 
of student learning. Indeed, the practice outlines and questions concepts of ideal types of students 
and learning experiences (Shahjahnan, Morgan, & Nguyen, 2015).  
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Summary  
Within this chapter, I discussed the importance of examining the mentorship component 
of the McNair program as discursively rich, particularly when considering the role of narratives. 
First, when it comes to examining the mentorship component of the McNair program, one should 
view this topic as filled with questions about politics, representations, and social values, and the 
perspectives people bring to this topic. For example, the concept of mentorship refers to not 
merely an opportunity for growth, but an opportunity to attain social capital necessary to 
navigate a political context, such as learning how to navigate higher education. However, within 
this pursuit for social capital, issues about social values, such as race, class, and gender, shape 
the dynamic of mentoring relationships, particularly for underrepresented students in colleges 
and universities. Thus, it is necessary to be mindful of such social categories when thinking 
about mentorship, particularly faculty-student relationships.   
Another aspect when thinking about the role of mentorship within the McNair program is 
to consider the distinction between formal mentoring programs and informal mentoring. While 
informal mentoring refers to a romantic, ideal situation where a mentor and mentee spark a long-
term organic relationship of support, formal mentoring refers to an organizational effort that 
seeks to make an institutional impact through purposeful relationships. The McNair program 
matches the latter category, a formal mentoring program, and thus to understand the program 
requires taking up questions about the purpose of the program for participating students. In doing 
this, there ought to be a concern for program and student intentions that require attention to 
understand the role of mentorship within the program.   
Lastly, in exploring formal mentoring programs, particularly the McNair program, it is 
beneficial to reflect on the learning outcomes of the program and the possible range of 
articulations that may exist in response to these learning outcomes from students. The McNair 
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program and its mentorship component have specific learning outcomes for students, one being 
that students will learn about research and graduate school by building relationships with faculty 
members. Reflecting on this learning outcome calls for methodologies that deal with questions of 
context, perspectives, and the articulation of meanings. In the next chapter, I argue why using a 
narrative analysis approach is beneficial for dealing with questions of context, perspectives, and 
the articulations of meanings, especially students’ meanings. The importance of employing a 
narrative analysis approach is to capture the insights, emotions, and ultimately stories of students 
that participated in the McNair program, all of which brings understanding to the underlying 
concern for the possible discord between the McNair program and students’ experiences.
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Chapter Three: Study Design – Exploring Former McNair Scholars’ Perceptions 
 
In the previous chapter, the takeaway was that understanding the mentoring component 
of the McNair program is a discursive project and calls for a methodology that deals with 
concerns for context, perspectives, and the articulation of meanings. Within this chapter, I 
describe the use of narrative analysis as an appropriate methodology and outline the study I 
conducted using this approach. That said, there are two points of clarification regarding this 
study design: first, while there are different stages of students within the McNair program (e.g. 
prospective participants, current McNair scholars, students that dropped out of the program, and 
former McNair Scholars) this study focused on former McNair Scholars in particular. Former 
McNair Scholar refers to students that completed the McNair program and matriculated into 
graduate school. As such, I was specifically concerned about McNair scholars that have 
transitioned into graduate school and begun developing relationships with faculty members. 
While these other populations of potential and current McNair Scholars may have much to offer 
towards understanding the mentorship component of the McNair program, the focus of this 
student-centered study was solely on former McNair Scholars that have matriculated into 
graduate school.  
The benefit of focusing on former McNair Scholars that have matriculated into graduate 
school is that their retrospective insights are crucial for mentoring relationships within the 
McNair program and in graduate school. For example, current McNair scholars going through 
the program may struggle to articulate their mentorship experiences given that they may have 
fewer points of reference to think about their experiences. Thus, added time may improve 
subsequent insights about students mentorship experiences and allow for more pointed 
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articulations (Lucas, 2001). This retrospective benefit is why documenting the perceptions of 
former McNair Scholars’ experiences was central to this study. Documenting former McNair 
Scholars’ experiences, the importance of analyzing these experiences was to understand how 
students pieced together meanings of mentorship during the McNair program and as they 
transitioned into graduate school. In particular, I perceived students’ experiences within the spirit 
of Clifford Geertz’s use of the concept “webs of significance” (Geertz, 1973), a concept that 
points to how people construct meaningfulness through the articulation and connection of values. 
Accordingly, this study focused on former McNair Scholars’ articulations because I intended to 
capture some former McNair Scholars’ webs of meaning related to the question: How useful was 
the mentoring component of the McNair program?  
 
Narrative Analysis 
 In meeting the research design need for this project, I embraced narrative analysis, which 
helped me to build a pathway for analyzing former McNair Scholars’ experiences about faculty-
student relationships. To be clear, I use the term narrative to refer to the “…arguments, 
scenarios, and other accounts about policy...” or programming that ground former McNair 
scholars’ perceptions with working with faculty members in the McNair program and graduate 
school (Roe, 2011, p. 1298).  In analyzing former McNair Scholars’ experiences, narrative 
analysis supported the capturing of meaning. Accordingly, through stories, a range of values and 
expressions emerged from participants and stories became central when their experiences about 
transitioning from the McNair program into graduate school. 
 Grounding the study within a narrative analysis approach provided a framework for 
understanding former McNair Scholars. For example, at the root of narrative analysis is the 
  46 
ability for one to trouble representations reminiscent of Roland Barthes’s (1957/1972) study of 
uncovering the political myths embedded within advertisements. Without relegating the 
representation of the McNair program to the level of dishonesty or manipulation that Barthes 
frames advertisers, seeking the stories of former McNair Scholars’ stories was a way to examine 
the meritocratic belief within the McNair program, especially as it relates to its mentorship 
component.  
 At the same time, when using narratives in the form of stories as a means to document 
and analyze former McNair Scholars’ experiences, it was important to be open to the complexity 
of former McNair Scholars’ stories. In particular, as Emery Roe writes about regarding narrative 
policy analysis, achieving complexity within narratives involves welcoming a spectrum of 
narratives that show different insights about policy, stating, “narrative policy analysis begins and 
ends in stories we tell to make sense of and act upon issues that are often uncertain, complex, 
incomplete, and conflicted at the same time.” (2011, p. 1290). Not shying away from the threat 
of messiness, collecting a spectrum of stories about the different ways of seeing faculty-student 
relationships from the perspectives of former McNair Scholars was possible without being 
limited to the representation of the program made possible via its policy history. Accordingly, I 
pursued narratives in a manner that captured emotions and thoughts of former McNair Scholars’ 
experiences without losing the varied meanings among participants. Helping me to conceptualize 
this approach (i.e. to bring clarity without compromising complexity) was Cameron McCarthy’s 
(1998) use of vignettes in “The Uses of Culture.” McCarthy’s book helped me to theorize how 
perspectives in the form of narratives are a valuable analytical tool for documenting and 
explaining aspects of social phenomenon. Similarly, my use of short stories to capture and 
analyze former McNair Scholars’ experience aimed for clarity and complexity. 
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 By documenting and analyzing short stories, what became possible was building a 
kaleidoscope of articulations among a set number of former McNair Scholars. In thinking about 
the use of short stories as a kaleidoscope, one can imagine meaning as being the various colors 
and shapes in the tube, whereby analogy there are different articulations about the mentorship 
component of the McNair program and how this experience related to faculty-student 
relationships within graduate school. This kaleidoscope analogy is the vision I used to appreciate 
a range of articulations from participants.  
 At the same time, in partially creating these short stories with the participants - as the 
researcher - I reflected on Hendrik Wagenaar’s insights about nonfiction storytelling, particularly 
that nonfiction storytelling is about “[dealing] in possibilities, not certainties” (Wagenaar, 2011, 
p. 211). While stories have a beginning, middle, and end, their messages can be as complex and 
different as the person articulating the story. Knowing this, I did not seek complexity and 
difference for the sake of complexity and difference; rather, I simply left myself open to the 
possibility of different expressions from participants. Former McNair Scholars may articulate 
their experiences in many ways and being sensitive to these articulations was important to 
understand the insights embedded within their experiences.  
 Similarly, I dealt with a concern for trustworthiness when writing about former McNair 
Scholars’ experiences. In particular, I kept in mind that “the danger in [nonfiction writing] is that 
[I] will distort reality by forcing it into a narrative template” (Rubie, 2003/2009, p. 98). The 
keywords in this sentence are “distort” and “forcing”; I was keenly aware that forcing a narrative 
is not the same as listening to a narrative even though I have a political motivation that shaped 
my interpretation of interviews I conducted. Thus, I view the findings as a type of co-creation 
between participants and myself. I strived to avoid forcing meaning into a short story or 
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spectrum of narratives, while being attentive to the range and depth of meanings within stories as 
they emerge during interviews with participants. One way I was able to be thoughtful in this 
manner was by being aware of my standpoint.  Having this perspective helped me to be mindful 
of how my own political and social disposition shaped the creation of stories.10  For instance, as 
a former McNair scholar, African-American man, and someone from a low-income background, 
among other intersecting social characteristics, I recognized that I might have a different take on 
faculty-student relationships compared to other former McNair Scholars’ that bring similar and 
different cultural and social questions. Thus, through analyzing the experiences of former 
McNair Scholars and forming them into short stories, I had the ability to gain a greater insight 
into former McNair Scholars’ perception regarding the mentoring component in the McNair 
program.  
 
Data Collection and Participants  
 I selected participants purposefully for this study by seeking to interview former McNair 
scholars that transitioned from the McNair program to graduate school. As such, I selected 
participants using a theory-based sampling approach where I identified limited yet potentially 
rich examples of former McNair Scholars that reflect a graduating McNair cohort that transitions 
into graduate school. Within a theory-based approach, I sought participants that provided “slices 
of life, time periods, or people on the basis of their potential manifestation or representations of 
important theoretical constructs” (Patton, 2002, p. 238). This approach helped me to pay 
attention to students’ experience working with faculty in understanding their transition from the 
McNair program to graduate school. The findings from these participants reflect a theoretical 
                                                 
10 For more information on standpoint theory, see: (Collins, 1997; Harding, 2004a, 2004b; Rouse, 2009) 
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exploration of former McNair Scholars’ experiences working with faculty members across their 
undergraduate and graduate experiences. Accordingly, a theory-based sampling approach 
supported the exploratory nature of this study. 
 In recruiting participants for the study, I started with my connections and developed 
further contacts through snowballing, i.e. asking participants about other potential participants. 
As a former McNair Scholar myself, I was aware of other former McNair Scholars within 
doctoral programs in the United States and sought participants from these connections. Based on 
my conversations with these former McNair Scholars, I was able to extend my network by a 
participant who offered me the opportunity to create a recruitment flyer to send to their former 
McNair director and post on a McNair Scholar listserv (see Appendix A). From there, other 
former McNair Scholars were able to learn about the study and contact me if they wanted to 
participate. Through this recruitment approach, I was able to recruit and select a small yet 
diverse group of former McNair Scholars that reflected the diversity of the McNair program (i.e. 
race, gender, and class) to participate in this exploratory study. 
Out of a total of ten interviews, the participants included in this study consisted of eight 
former McNair Scholars enrolled in a doctoral program in the United States and reflected a mix 
of gender, racial, and economic characteristics. In particular, these eight participants attended 
higher education institutions of all types, from community colleges to large research universities. 
Racially and ethnically, the participants brought different identity classifications they either 
talked about explicitly or and a McNair program would recognize. Six of the participants were 
women, and two were men. Two of the students were older adults with more life experience 
while the remaining six were younger in comparison. In regards to class background, some 
students identified having a low-income background while other students did not. Overall, the 
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participants provided a range of thought based on their unique social backgrounds, identities, and 
academic interest. Below is a brief summary of each participant’s background:   
 Tom, an African-American man, attended a large research university for his 
undergraduate and graduate studies. He is a doctoral student in an education policy and 
leadership program. 
 
 Sara, a Latina woman, attended a large research university for her undergraduate and 
graduate studies. She is a doctoral student in an engineering education program.  
 
 Tammy, an older adult and mother, is a Latina woman from a low-income background 
who is student that dropped out of college during her undergraduate studies but returned 
by first attending a community college and then transferring into a four-year institution. 
Currently, she is a doctoral student in an education policy and leadership program. 
 
 Lilly, a Latina woman, attended a midsize university for her undergraduate and graduate 
studies. She is a master’s student in a philosophy program.  
 
 Erica, an older adult, African-American woman, and mother, attended a research 
university for both her undergraduate and graduate studies. Initially, she dropped out of 
undergraduate schooling but returned and is a doctoral student in an education policy and 
leadership program. 
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 Kevin, an older adult and African-American man from a low-income background, 
attended different types of higher education institutions during his time in higher 
education before attending graduate school at a large research university. He is a doctoral 
student in an education policy and leadership program. 
 
 Stephanie, an African-American woman, attended a large research university for her 
undergraduate and graduate studies. She is a doctoral student in an education policy and 
leadership program. 
 
 Jillian, an African-American woman, attended a small liberal arts college for her 
undergraduate studies but a large research university for her graduate studies. She is a 
doctoral student in an education policy and leadership program. 
Given the rich and diverse social backgrounds of these participants, during semi-structured 
interviews explored a range of social questions about their faculty-student relationships within 
the McNair program and in graduate school (see Appendix B for the interview guide used during 
the study). Each participant shared their unique insights about their experiences working with 
faculty and transitioning from the McNair program to graduate school.  
After conducting interviews that lasted last up to two hours via in-person, phone, and 
Skype, I emphasized to each participant that they could contact me to add or change information, 
if they had questions, or if they wanted to connect me with another former McNair Scholar. 
Equally important, as a type of member checking, throughout and specifically at the end of each 
interview, I restated and read select notes back to participants to discern if I had understood and 
appropriately documented their intentions and meanings when they described their experience 
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working with faculty members and transitioning from undergraduate to graduate studies. In 
documenting participants’ experiences as they articulated, I strived to capture insights about their 
experience working with faculty members in the McNair program and graduate school in an 
accurate and thoughtful manner.  
 
Data Analysis: The Exploratory Power of Short Stories  
After interviewing former McNair Scholars, I analyzed the information to understand 
how these participants articulated their relationships with faculty members during and after the 
McNair program.  My focus during analysis was analyzing the interviews for codes about their 
expectations and experiences while working with faculty members. Similar to other forms of 
thematic coding that seek to highlight reoccurring issues or interactions within the context of a 
specific phenomenon (Saldana, 2013), in documenting participants’ stories that reflected their 
expectations and experiences I sought to identify codes that pointed to a central theme relevant to 
the study. 
Completing this analysis, I performed three steps to turn their verbal accounts into text – 
i.e. transcribing. First, before diving deep into the interviews looking for specific information, I 
listened to each interview without writing notes. In doing this, I brainstormed and listened for 
possible codes that I could find at the core of participants’ experiences. Equally important, 
listening without seeking specific information allowed me to understand students’ interactions 
with faculty members in terms closer to their words (vivo coding), which complemented my 
theoretical approach to this study. Performing this first step supported my ability to think about 
ways to turn participants’ verbal accounts into text in a manner that reflected their candid 
responses during the interviews in addition to my own theoretical and political motivations.  
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 Second, I listened to the interviews a second time to develop outlines to write the short 
stories. During this second step, I put together a transcript that emerged from the interviews. In 
particular, after reflecting on participants’ articulations with care for emerging codes, I used the 
interviews with greater concern for piecing together the beginning, middle, and end of 
participants’ stories with different types of faculty members interactions, following a trajectory 
of their expectations and experiences. This second step included transforming participants’ 
articulations of joys and struggles with working with faculty member into events and 
motivations. Also, this process involved deemphasizing some portions of the interviews to 
highlight the aspect of participants’ articulations directly relevant to the question of their 
interactions with faculty members. For example, when participants talked about their acceptance 
into graduate school, while other studies interested in the academic success of underrepresented 
students may elaborate on these points, I acknowledged them but paid more attention to their 
articulations about interacting with faculty members. 
Lastly, the third and final step of analysis consisted of writing the short stories based on 
the outlines I created in the second step. For this last step, I had to embrace the non-fiction writer 
within myself to interpret verbal accounts and write based on empirical evidence. In writing 
these short stories, participants’ emotion, goals, and actions were essential to the development of 
understanding a central theme. Thus, findings of the study emerged from paying attention to how 
participants constructed their understandings of the situations they experienced. The findings 
from this final step were thoughtful short stories that provide insight into former McNair 
scholar’s faculty-student relationships.  
While my analysis of these interviews focused on turning verbal accounts into text, the 
drawback of this approach to narrative analysis is that it does not offer the same depth of 
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storytelling compared to other forms of narrative inquiry, such as analysis made possible through 
multi-year ethnographies and life histories. However, given the exploratory nature of this study, 
analysis through short stories based on interviews supported the value of these findings that can 
encourage future studies about former McNair scholars’ interactions with faculty members 
before, during, and after graduate school.  
 
Researcher’s Role  
 As an African-American 
man and a former McNair Scholar, 
I approached this study having 
experienced the transition from the 
McNair program to graduate 
school, including when it comes to 
working with faculty members. 
Capturing the beginning of my 
experience, a McNair staff member from my program took a picture of me (see figure 2) at one 
of our activities within the program during my first year as a McNair Scholar. As was often the 
case during these meetings, within the photo you can see how focused me and my peers could be 
when discussions took place; I spent three years in the McNair program with this same 
disposition, meeting after meeting, in hopes of attending graduate school. With this background 
and after experiencing the transition from the McNair program into graduate school, I arrived at 
this study’s topic and found it to be crucial for understanding the future success of the McNair 
program and similar formal mentoring programs aimed at preparing underrepresented students 
for academia. Subsequently, my interviews with other former McNair Scholars involved 
Figure 2: Me as a McNair Scholar, 2010 
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moments of sharing feelings of joy and struggle when it came to transitioning from the McNair 
program to graduate school and the overall phenomenon of working with faculty members. At 
the same time, the interviews consisted of moments of difference, where I gleaned new ways of 
appreciating faculty-student relationships. Thus, being a former McNair Scholar motivated and 
guided this study in addition to helping me explore the unique perspectives of others traveling a 
similar path. 
 
Limitations  
While the strength of this exploratory study is its reliance on former McNair scholars’ 
perceptions of faculty-student relationships, one limitation is a lack of multiple perspectives from 
different stakeholders. Specifically, on the one hand, the findings from this study do not include 
the perspectives of faculty members involved with the McNair program and McNair staff, both 
groups that could provide valuable insight into the phenomenon of faculty-student relationships. 
On the other hand, the findings do not rely on the perspectives of potential McNair Scholars and 
students that dropped out of the program or decided not to pursue graduate school even after 
completing the program. As such, when discussing faculty-student relationships, the findings 
favor a former student perspective over others – thus, this is a particular type of student-centered 
study. That said, this limitation encourages the need for future research that explores the 
mentorship component of the McNair program and faculty-student relationships. While the 
findings of this study provide valuable insight into understanding faculty-student relationships in 
regards to former McNair Scholars, the addition of other research that includes complementary 
perspectives will benefit the overall study of the mentorship component of the McNair program. 
Addressing this limitation, in the conclusion section of this study, chapter six, I point to the need 
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for additional perspectives to continue exploring faculty-student relationships within the context 
of the McNair program and graduate school.  
Furthermore, in addition to the question of whom I interviewed, there is the question of 
why I selected to include only eight participants within the study. As mentioned earlier, my 
intention during this study was to gain insight into former McNair Scholars’ experiences to 
understand their perceptions of working with faculty members in the McNair program and 
graduate school. Thus, casting a mass survey where hundreds of former McNair Scholars would 
fill out information within a structured template (information that may have hindered my 
exploratory disposition) and then follow up with focal students for interviews was not ideal for 
this study, though it might be for future studies. I needed to gain a more intimate understanding 
of faculty-student relationships based on the perceptions of former McNair Scholars given how 
emotionally charged the topic of faculty-student relationships can be for students. Subsequently, 
my limited number of participants compliments my narrative approach. As Catherine Riessman 
reminds us, “narrative approaches are not appropriate for studies of large numbers of nameless 
and faceless subjects,”11 and with this concern, I aimed to have a study where I could name 
names and see faces to add depth to my data collection and analysis. While the weakness of 
focusing on eight participants is that I am unable to make large generalizations with the greatest 
force, the strength is that I was able to explore intimate articulations of participants’ experiences 
to conceptualize faculty-student relationships within the context of the McNair program from a 
student-centered perspective.  
 
 
                                                 
11 http://eprints.hud.ac.uk/4920/2/Chapter_1_-_Catherine_Kohler_Riessman.pdf, p. 6 
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Summary  
Within this chapter, I explained how I positioned the study within a narrative analysis 
approach to study the expectations and experiences of former McNair Scholars as it pertained to 
the mentorship component of the McNair program. The purpose of applying this methodological 
approach to the study was to obtain a better understanding of how former McNair Scholars 
articulate their experiences during and after the program and thus highlighting areas of potential 
discord between how the McNair program articulates the mentorship component via its policy 
history and how program participants articulate their experiences. The guiding research question 
of the study was; how useful was the mentoring component of the McNair program from the 
perspective of former McNair Scholars?  
In the process of outlining my use of narrative analysis, I explained the study’s design: 
theoretical framework, data collection, mode of analysis, and my positionality within the study. 
Reaffirming these points, this study focused on former McNair Scholars currently in graduate 
school to take advantage of their retrospective insights. With this retrospective insight, an 
improved opportunity of them articulating their mentoring experiences during the McNair 
program in contrast to their experiences during graduate school was possible.  
Data collection for the study relied on conducting interviews that lasted up to two hours 
with eight former McNair Scholars. I selected these participants purposefully given that they 
reflected different genders, races/ethnicities, and class positions. Equally important, those 
interviewed were not from the same McNair program because the study is concerned about the 
McNair experience from a national perspective.  
The modes of analysis used during the study involved narrative analysis in the form of 
creating short stories by turning verbal accounts into text, where the primary goal was to 
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generate a theme towards addressing the research question. This analysis relied on the words, 
ideas, and overall experiences of participants and allowed for different articulations from former 
McNair Scholars to emerge during the study.   
Lastly, my positionality influenced the design, analysis, and findings of this study. As a 
former McNair Scholar in graduate school, I shared sympathy and empathy with participants I 
interviewed. These emotions included sensitivity to mentorship for underrepresented students the 
potential struggles with mentorship in graduate school. I used my positionality to strengthen the 
direction of the study while being mindful of the possible limitations, such as acknowledging 
that while this study cared about the experiences of former McNair Scholars. For future studies, 
the experiences of McNair staff and faculty involved in the program would be beneficial to 
explore. 
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Chapter Four: Findings – Fit before Merit within Faculty-Student Relationships 
  
 In chapter three, I argued for the use of narrative analysis to collect and analyze former 
McNair Scholars’ experiences with faculty members in the McNair program and graduate 
school. Through short stories, this chapter highlights the findings of the study. The purpose of 
examining the experiences of former McNair Scholars’ transition into graduate school was to 
think about their ideas and emotions regarding their experiences within faculty-student 
relationships. As such, the following stories operate as thought experiments about the saliency of 
a meritocratic discourse when it comes to faculty-student relationships. The short stories provide 
insight into a phenomenon that is emotional and socially complex. With these short stories, a 
greater understanding of former McNair Scholars’ faculty-student relationships is possible, 
especially as it pertains to the question of how the mentorship component of the McNair program 
prepared them for these interactions.  
 A central theme that emerged from these short stories is the reality that fit, which is a 
term I use to refer to the commonality of social values and characteristics between students and 
faculty (e.g. personality, race, class and gender), comes before merit within faculty-student 
relationships. In particular, what became convincing over the duration of these interviews was 
that fit was a reoccurring concern that students had to address for their merit – i.e. ability to 
think, write, and read as a researcher. This conception of fit has helped me to reimagine some of 
the findings from an earlier study I conducted that involved participant observation of a McNair 
class (Vaughan III, 2017). In particular, one of the focal students interviewed during the study 
was a Latina woman named Sasha, and during our meetings together, where I would ask her 
about her work as a McNair Scholar, she talked about the struggle of working with her McNair 
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faculty mentor in learning how to use theory within her research. Expressing this struggle, she 
stated:  
She’ll [Sasha’s faculty mentor] give me readings. She’ll say, “Here, take a look at this. 
You can get ideas about how to frame research based on this.” She just kind of points me 
in the right direction and then it is up to me to see how much I get out of it. And that’s 
great... [Sasha stops to think]…But sometimes it can be overwhelming. Because I look at 
the material and I’m like what am I really supposed to be getting out of this? How do I 
know if I am getting out of it what she [her faculty mentor] intended me to? And I won’t 
know until I present it to her the next week like “is this what you wanted?” (Vaughan III, 
2017, p. 29) 
My initial understanding of Sasha’s articulation about working with a faculty mentor was that the 
core of her frustration with the faculty-student relationships was a lack of explicit theoretical 
discussions between Sasha and her faculty mentor. I think that interpretation is correct still; 
however, with the concept of fit, I now consider that perhaps the lack of explicit theoretical 
development was a symptom of a deeper problem within the faculty-student relationship between 
Sasha and her faculty mentor – social values and characteristics. Thus, in thinking about former 
McNair Scholars’ articulations of their relationship with faculty members, I explored how the 
concept of fit was key to understanding faculty-student relationships. 
 The concept of fit points toward the gravity of social factors and how social values 
outline the condition of students’ relationships with faculty members, explicitly and implicitly. 
For example, while some students did not mention that their McNair program prepared them to 
evaluate whether particular faculty had agreeable social values and factors that enabled them to 
be productive, this seeking of fit was still prevalent. Students mentioned the initial or eventual 
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need to find or create a relationship with a faculty member that possessed particular gender, race, 
and personality characteristics to find academic success. Thus, this seeking of social factors 
complicates the meritocracy discourse within the McNair program and its purpose to prepare 
students to work with faculty.  
 To this point, the idea of merit takes on a different role in relation to the idea of fit. While 
merit includes whether a student is acting responsibly in meeting deadlines, productively writing 
about their research interest, and, among other skills, being able to think clearly about research, 
students struggled to display these skills when there was a lack of fit with a faculty member. 
While merit did play a role in students' ability to develop and maintain a relationship with 
faculty, the condition of fit was determining.  
 These short stories provide insight into understanding some of the conditions of fit that 
enables merit and helps one recognize the significance of social values and factors in shaping 
students’ preparation for interacting with faculty. Through these short stories, one can view 
students’ struggles and success in grappling with questions of fit and coming to terms with how 
their merit evolved during their relationship with a faculty member. Thus, while the overall 
discourse of meritocracy motivated some students’ participation in the McNair program and 
influenced their expectations of working with a faculty member in graduate school, challenges to 
this discourse remained in the form of social conflict pertaining to social values and factors 
within faculty-student relationships. 
 
Short Story One: Tom 
When entering the McNair program, Tom was nervous about interacting with faculty 
members, but he gradually learned to become confident. Once accepted into the program, he was 
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excited to begin interacting with faculty members during a series of McNair sessions that hosted 
faculty members to speak with students about research. Tom was delighted to learn about faculty 
member’s research interests and what it takes to be a researcher. During one class session, the 
faculty member who came to talk, named Harper, was the advisor of Tom’ undergraduate 
academic advisor, who beforehand suggested to Tom that he reach out to Harper as a mentor 
given similar research interests. Thus, after Harper presented at the McNair event, Tom decided 
to approach and talk with him in hopes of convincing him to become his mentor. Tom felt unsure 
about what he ought to do or say to Harper, but he pressed on by talking with him about his 
relationship with Harper’s advisee who happened to be his academic advisor. Tom stated: 
I went up to him and I [said], “Yeah, you know my academic advisor is [Phil], and he’s 
like “oh yeah, that’s my student’ and we just started talking a little bit. [5:37]  
Although Tom was nervous, he built the energy to ask Harper if he would serve as his mentor 
eventually:  
I was like, look, I went up to him and I was like ‘Hey, I don’t know anything about 
research. I would like to work with you. [5:38]  
 
Surprisingly, when Tom talked with Harper, he found the interaction to be less threatening than 
he imagined might take place – cold and disconnected. Thus, although Tom was unsure about 
what to expect with interacting with Harper initially given that he had limited experiences with 
faculty beyond office hours and classroom activities, this meeting with his soon to be McNair 
faculty mentor helped him feel confident despite early jitters. 
When Tom began to meet with Harper during his summer research project, he impressed 
Tom given how involved he was in teaching him about being a researcher. In particular, Tom 
began to learn basic knowledge about conducting historical research that he otherwise felt he 
would not have received from simply taking classes. This interaction included Harper driving 
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Tom to libraries and showing him how to search archives in addition to learning about writing 
research papers for an academic audience. Tom was happy about this new relationship:  
As far as when it came to research, he [Harper] definitely helped me out as far as taking 
me to the archives. He showed me how to look at the [record] numbers…. like, he drove 
me to the archives. We looked up the files, we looked at the archives website and how to 
search for the file. So all that knowledge, at the time, I was like a kid at the candy store. 
Like I’m really looking through historical documents. I was excited. It was something 
brand new because I was looking at this one issue and I started to look at the different 
files and learning how to conduct research. [8:40]  
 
These interactions with Harper energized Tom to conduct research because he had a better sense 
of knowing what it takes to be a researcher. Equally important, these lessons helped him prepare 
for and complete his assignments during the McNair program, particularly when it came to 
completing his summer research project.  
After his summer research project, Tom applied to his same university when accepted 
him into a doctoral program. However,  he began to realize that while the McNair program 
provided helpful resources for acceptance into graduate school and learning about research, 
feelings of doubt reemerged regarding how to interact with a faculty member that is now his 
graduate advisor, particularly when it comes to personalities. The relationship with Harper (who 
Tom gradually lost contact with as Harper took on more administrative responsibilities at the 
institution) did not last during the state of his doctoral studies. Thus, now Tom had to try to 
establish a new relationship with his first graduate advisor; ultimately saying the relationships 
“didn’t go well.” He believed the poor relationship with his first graduate advisor started when 
he made a mistake during a meeting with the graduate program coordinator that helped him 
decide his initial graduate advisor, without fully knowing if the personality of the faculty 
member (named Kelly) would mesh with his. He explained: 
I made the mistake in not doing my due diligence in looking up the research [of the 
faculty member]; too busy just playing around during the summer time and trying to 
  64 
navigate through [a recruitment summer research program at the university] as well. 
[23:30] 
 
As such, while Kelly had research interests that Tom could at least try to relate too, he soon 
realized other aspects of the relationship impacted his progress in the program negatively. 
Specifically, Tom saw Kelly as unhelpful in his development in regards to knowing how 
to get through his graduate program and in preparing him to be a researcher. He found his 
interactions with her to be short, cold, and discouraging. For example, during his first interaction 
with Kelly, he described his experience as unhelpful:  
The interaction was mainly me just listening as opposed to [me] talking about my 
interests. She [Kelly] was like “oh, you should take a class with this, that, and this 
person.” And I was like do you know what exactly these classes are, and she said, “[I 
don’t know]”...  
 
Further articulating the experience, he remembered feeling bewildered while Kelly would list 
things he ought to do: 
“You should read this book, you should read this [other] book, and contact [some faculty 
member at another university]”…[this was] all in one meeting. It was like what the hell. 
[24:27]   
 
Tom felt like he was receiving unhelpful advice because Kelly was not thinking about what he 
liked and was not delivering the information in a manner he felt to be caring. Further elaborating 
this sense of carelessness, Tom stated:  
If you wasn’t on her [Kelly’s] version of being on top of your stuff, then she would look 
at you like “you behind.” So, either you going to catch up or you’re going to be behind. 
It’s a very divisive mentality. [27:44].  
The divisive mentality that Tom felt from Kelly clashed with his own personality of being a 
listener and having an open spirit. Furthermore, a reoccurring problem was that Kelly was unable 
to meet at the frequency that Tom felt necessary for him to matriculate into the program 
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successfully. When he did meet with Kelly, the meetings were underwhelming, and she would 
continue to rattle off a list of classes for him to take or program requirements that he needed to 
complete without much elaboration, leaving him unaware of the significance of these classes or 
how to go about completing the program requirements. For Tom, this relationship was “not 
good,” and he was confused about navigating through or out of the relationship. 
Worsening the situation, Tom felt that Kelly showed favoritism to select students while 
dismissing others. He noticed that she would speak highly and meet frequently with a few 
students while he felt himself “falling behind” in the program. Tom articulated this as simply 
“not being on her page” and the consequence was him not progressing in the program in a 
satisfying manner. Tom believed he was going to be “one and done” in the doctoral program, 
referring to completing one year in the program, attaining his master’s degree, and then leaving 
the program. This frustration and feeling of exclusion encouraged Tom to begin looking for a 
new graduate advisor before making a decision of whether or not to drop out of the program.  
Surprising to him, Tom found a former team leader from his McNair program that was a 
student in his same graduate program who became helpful during his time of struggle. The 
former team leader talked with him in-depth about what classes to take, why, and what faculty 
members may be more beneficial to him during the program, particularly faculty members that 
had personalities that Tom could work with during his studies. As Tom expressed, he is a listener 
and Kelly did not seem to appreciate characteristics of his and believed that she saw him as “not 
serious.” However, with the support of this former team leader, Tom had a chance to think about 
what type of graduate advisor would fit his personality and ultimately help him progress in his 
graduate program.  
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Tom “knew” he had to change his graduate advisor - he felt the relationship to be toxic. 
However, he was aware of potentially negative consequence that may come from switching 
advisors, concerns he heard during his time in the McNair program. Concerns of backlash from 
the advisor and a sense of shame were factors that Tom thought about before switching. Still, 
Tom began reaching out to other faculty members he thought could help him make progress 
within the program, particularly with faculty members that he took courses with during his 
studies.  
Eventually, Tom found one faculty member, named Dana, which he felt to be nurturing 
during coursework. In particular, after meeting with Dana about the possibility of serving as his 
advisor, where he explained his academic goals and work style, she agreed to serve as Tom’s 
advisor. However, while Dana’s research interests did not exactly align with Tom’s in every 
instance, he found her to be supportive by sharing articles with him, reading his papers, 
providing feedback, and explaining program goals so he would not feel left behind. He defined 
this relationship as “way better” compared to his relationship with Kelly:  
She [Dana] has a subtle approach of how to tell you that you need to do your job. She’s 
an encourager. She will embrace and encourage you to get your work done…her tone of 
voice, her composure, her body language…she’s different, she will work with you as 
opposed to leaving you behind. [44:20] 
 
He continued, providing more details of his interactions with her: 
She sent me an email in May saying, “Hey Tom, have you seen this book.” And I [then] 
read the book. It was a book about [public schooling] specifically, because that was my 
research… When it came to the different drafts of my [research papers], she gave me 
some good details like “it’s not empirical enough, you need to do this and that” and we 
actually talked on the phone like what do I need to improve. It [the relationships] is much 
more active, much more communicative, it's a good fit because I don’t feel like I’m 
talking to a person going against me…I feel like she’s there to help me out. [45:00] 
 
With this newfound graduate advisor, Tom was quick to tell Kelly about him switching. Though 
nervous, Tom approached Kelly about the switch in what he called a “shit sandwich.” This 
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discussion included Tom explaining how he appreciated Kelly’s willingness to serve as his 
graduate advisor, and then explaining his decision to switch, and lastly closing the conversation 
with a positive comment about the relationship. Tom learned to use this method of 
communicating with faculty members from another graduate student during his studies. After 
this interaction, Tom noticed that Kelly did not express heavy feelings for or against him. The 
relationship ended as uninterested as it began from his perspective.  
Based on his experience with faculty members thus far, Tom believed his experiences 
with working with faculty members to be "completely different" from what the McNair program 
portrayed and prepared him for. Much like his earlier experience with Harper, who was 
charismatic and engaging, Tom thought all graduate advisors would be as involved and caring. 
However, he learned that not all faculty members are helpful. While he respects the McNair 
program for providing resources in preparing him for graduate school, he believes the program 
could do a better job at teaching students the “interpersonal” skills:  
It would be helpful [within the McNair program] to actually talk about how to really 
interact with advisors. Not structurally, like “oh, you need to do this, you need to send out 
an email, you need to reach out to them.” I would advise students to be very personable 
with advisors because you have to learn how to communicate and I think maybe having a 
workshop with actual advisors and faculty members would [have been] helpful…you 
know, as far as, “here, this an example of how we [students] can actually 
communicate”…I imagine like a speed dating trial …[49:50] 
 
Ultimately, Tom found learning these interpersonal skills to be key for a successful faculty-
student relationship. These are skills he learned through months of self-doubt and frustration that 
caused him to consider dropping out of his graduate program.  
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Short Story Two: Sara 
When it came to working with faculty members in the context of research, Sara did not 
know what to expect before she joined the McNair program. She knew that graduate school was 
about research and that this included interacting with faculty members. However, the idea of 
working with faculty members was not “as clear” conducting research, such as reading and 
writing a research paper. In fact, she found the McNair program to lack explicit discussions 
about what working with faculty members during research projects involves. She remembers the 
program discussing the importance of abstracts, literature reviews, and Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) training, but she does not remember any direct information about interacting with 
faculty members and maintaining relationships, though she admitted that perhaps such 
information just “didn’t stick” in her head.  
What she came to learn from her experiences with interacting with faculty members 
during the McNair program was that she needed her relationships with faculty members to be 
more formal and distant than the idea of having a friend. Part of this understanding emerged 
during her first research experience as a McNair Scholar. During the summer semester where 
McNair staff expects students to participate in a summer research opportunity, Sara attended an 
engineering research program at another institution where she worked with a team of researchers 
on an engineer-based project. This research team consisted of a faculty member, named Addison, 
and two graduate students. While Sara appreciated the opportunity to work with this team over 
the summer, she noticed she did not interact with Addison often and instead mostly interacted 
with the graduate students. She explained:  
I worked with a faculty [Addison], I guess, kind of…that experience, more than anything, 
it made me see that I don’t want to do research in engineering per se, specifically 
research in that field. I don’t think I worked so much with a faculty, more so I worked 
with his graduate students. Yeah, so from that experience what I got out of it was not the 
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collaboration or relationship between faculty, what I got out of it was how to write a 
research paper, how to draft a paper, an abstract – all the steps involved in doing your 
research paper and conducting the research. That’s what I got out of that entire 
experience. Not the relationship building with the advisor, not at all. [8:40] 
 
Although Sara was happy to participate in this research opportunity, she did notice the lack of 
opportunity to work and collaborate with her faculty mentor in learning how to do research and 
become a researcher. Initially, when concerned about this distance with him, she focused more 
on her research interests during her alone time and came to the realization that she wanted to 
have a different research focus than what the team focused on over the summer. From this 
experience, Sara began a journey of viewing interactions with faculty members in a strictly 
instrumental manner.  
Specifically, during a McNair project as a returning Scholar the following summer Sara 
was excited about her topic– a qualitative study on the persistence and motivation of Latinas in 
Engineering. In addition to the topic being interesting to her as a Latina, she was happy to shift 
from a hard science methodology to a social science methodology while still studying 
engineering. The principal investigator she worked with during this summer project was not a 
standard faculty member but a university researcher with a Ph.D. that worked in the counseling 
services department, named Aubrey. Despite Aubrey not being a traditional faculty member, 
Sara enjoyed working with her because she began to learn about research skills such as how to 
conduct interviews, using a theoretical framework to inform her analysis of data, and becoming 
savvier navigating the IRB process as a qualitative researcher. 
When completing this second research project, Sara found Aubrey to be helpful in 
highlighting fundamental research skills, though she still had to explore the how-to of these skills 
on her own at the time. For example, even though Aubrey told Sara that she needed a theoretical 
framework to ground her study, Aubrey did not point out any explicit framework(s) to consider. 
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Thus, Sara looked on her on, “Googling shit,” and found a theoretical framework that she shared 
with Aubrey in hopes that it suited the topic. When Sara shared the theoretical framework, she 
noticed Aubrey being shocked and saying, “Wow, you found something.” What Sara took away 
from this experience was that she “will never” begin another project without a framework given 
how much energy it took to find one late in a study.   
During this same research project, however, Sara found herself experiencing a difficult 
moment with Aubrey when it came time to turn in the manuscript. The completion of the 
manuscript was taking longer than Aubrey expected and once Sara emailed the completed 
version she made what she thought was a good-natured comment about her wrist hurting from 
typing so much. However, when Sara went to talk with Aubrey, she noticed that Aubrey was 
acting “mean” to her. Describing this experience, Sara clarified:  
At one point in the McNair Scholars’ program, we are expected to create this manuscript 
and turn it in as our final deliverable. I was falling behind, just slow in developing the 
manuscript and finishing it all up, and transcribing. I didn’t know you could pay someone 
to do that [transcribe], so I did it all by hand. So it took me a little longer than it should 
have. When I was sending my paper over to my research advisor [Aubrey], and 
eventually finally completed everything, I sent an email over cause I thought we 
developed this cool friendship. I sent an email saying something… I can’t remember the 
exact words…but it was sarcastic… “Oh, I developed a cramp in my wrist from all this 
writing.” It was kind of true, but it was more of a funny “oh, we finally did it type of 
moment.” But when I walked into her office the next day, she’s like “I developed this…” 
and she got really snarky and mean about it…I think she took it the wrong way…she took 
it like I’m complaining. [32:50] 
 
This interaction caught Sara by surprise because she thought they had a closer relationship than 
what took place during that meeting. Further reflecting on this experience, Sara stated “In that 
instance, I flipped the switch with her and I was strictly professional.” The fact that Aubrey 
began explaining all the other responsibilities she had within her position and contrasted that 
pressure with Sara’s seemingly complaint about her wrist hurting was hurtful to Sara.  
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After this difficult moment, the next academic year Sara still was able to obtain reference 
letters and applied to only one graduate program and was accepted into a doctoral program in 
engineering. Being a first-year graduate student, Sara’s program did not assign her a graduate 
advisor her first year given that is the program’s policy for first-year students. Rather, the 
program expects first-year students to explore and meet the entire faculty within the department 
and then for students to select which faculty member suits them best. At the same time, Sara had 
a recruitment fellowship, so she felt less pressure to find an advisor quickly simply for funding 
purposes. Thus, throughout this first-year, Sara had an opportunity to meet with and hear from 
different department faculty members. The department even offered first-year students a class 
that consisted of the faculty members introducing themselves and their research to students. 
Sara’s eventual graduate advisor, Brook, came into one of the class meetings and she loved 
Brook’s research focus. She believed Brook aligned with her growing disposition to study 
engineering from a social perspective. Brook’s name was not in the department program booklet 
that introduced the department faculty initially, so Sara was happy to find her; she felt Brook was 
“perfect” for her research goals.  
When Sara introduced herself to Brook, Brook eventually agreed to work with Sara, 
which made Sara happy and continues to do as she progresses through her graduate program. 
However, this relationship did require some growing pains, and Sara sees their relationships as a 
business relationship than a friendship. In particular, Brook helps her to understand research 
problems, write research abstracts, and submit papers to conferences. None of these lessons were 
entirely new to Sara given her training in the McNair program, but working with Brook on these 
topics helped to “switch back on” her research mind. Also appreciated by Sara has been the 
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opportunity to work with data sets collected by Brook to explore different research ideas and 
topics.  
On the other hand, Sara makes sure to avoid visiting Brook for any emotional support 
even though Sara was beginning to feel like Brook was becoming a close friend. In particular, an 
unfortunate incident took place during the initial development of their relationship that reminded 
Sara of working with faculty during her time as a McNair Scholar. In particular, during one 
semester when Sara turned in a manuscript, Brook “blew up” on her for not turning it in on time. 
She highlighted the experience:  
We hit a little bit of a bumpy road. I guess her [Brook’s] expectations of me to complete 
this manuscript and to be able to do all this extra stuff in one summer, was like super high 
[difficult]. When I managed to do half. I did the analysis on it [the manuscript]…and I 
finished half of the manuscript, but I guess she wasn’t satisfied. And she like blew up in 
my face. That was when I realized, ok, I don’t need your [Brook’s] support, I don’t need 
to be in a relationship. I need you to just be my boss. From then on, that’s the approach I 
been taking. I need you to be my boss. I don’t need you to be my friend. And, I told her 
this too - “I don’t need a friend, I need you to be my boss and mentor me and that’s what 
I’m expecting from here on out.” [28:47] 
 
She continued to describe the relationship after the incident:  
I think for my type of personality and just what I want, I don’t want to be disappointed by 
a friend again. I don’t want to have this relationship and then if I forget to turn something 
in, it just blows up in my face. I don’t need that. I’d rather be disconnected, cause it’s 
more of a defense mechanism. [30:20] 
 
After this second time experiencing a difficult situation with a faculty mentor, Sara reaffirmed 
that she did not want a close relationship with her graduate advisor; she wanted her graduate 
advisor to be a boss. Sara felt that having a close relationship with her advisor set up the risk of 
letting a friend down. Thus, she strives to view her relationship as a business. For Sara, this 
disposition is “better safe than sorry.” 
With a business mentality, Sara does not view her advisor as a potential resource for 
academic-emotional support. Rather, she simply wants Brook to help her with the fundamentals 
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of completing research. These fundamentals include writing strong academic papers, such as 
having a faculty member review her research paper. Complementing this business mentality is 
Sara’s appreciation for her fellowship that provides her with a bit of independence from relying 
on the approval of her graduate advisor. There is a great sense of calm from not fearing the 
weight to “produce.” Even though Sara believes that if she asked for emotional support her 
adviser might give it to her, the risk is not worth it for her. 
 
Short Story Three: Tammy 
 Before Tammy joined the McNair program, she established a level of comfort when it 
came to interacting with faculty members during her time as a student at a community college. 
This comfort included frequent visits with faculty members before and after classes. She 
maintained these frequent visits to ensure that she passed her coursework and “prove” to herself 
that she can be academically successful. Tammy’s proactive habit to meet with faculty members 
carried over into her studies when she transferred into a four-year institution.  
 However, as a student at a four-year institution, Tammy did not feel like she belonged 
within the institution given her experiences with a faculty member from her psychology 
department named Ken. In particular, Tammy recognized that she did not understand the content 
within Ken’s class and thus found herself having a hard time attending lectures and completing 
assignments. Relying on her earlier experiences with interacting with faculty at her community 
college, Tammy took the initiative to meet with Ken in hopes of seeking guidance. Instead, Ken 
told Tammy that his class was hard and that she should try harder until it is over. Tammy 
explained the frustrating interaction:  
My first semester, I took a class called abnormal psych with this professor, and his 
interaction with me caused me to lose [stop believing in] the psych department. I felt 
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right away that he was very judgmental. His attitude was not positive. I went to him, and 
I literally was struggling because in his class we had to do a lot of memorization of these 
psychology terms. And so, I went to him and I was like do you have any strategies for me 
on how to do better in your class. Pretty much what he told me was “is this your first 
semester.” I said “yes.” He goes “well, I’m a tough teacher to have in your first semester 
so hang in there, go do tutoring.” So pretty much he gave me nothing. Me having that 
negative interaction with him kind of shifted my perspective, which kind of caused me to 
get nervous about doing well and stuff. I don’t know, I just felt that department wasn’t a 
fit for me. [4:10] 
For Tammy, when she was struggling in Ken’s psychology course, she hoped that he would be 
able to work with her towards finding a solution. Instead, she found him to be standoffish and 
not helpful. Tammy was not happy about this interaction with Ken. She received his comments 
as offensive because she knew she was a hard worker and simply needed more guidance about 
how to be successful in his class.  
 Upset about this experience with Ken, Tammy was thankful that she at least had the 
opportunity to take part in a first-year student undergraduate program at her institution, a 
program that sought to provide students with information about academic and professional 
resources on campus. And during this first-year program, a series of speakers came in and gave 
talks about different resources and opportunities. One of these speakers was the McNair director 
at Tammy’s institution, and this is how Tammy learned about the McNair program. 
 After encouragement from one of her peers who planned to apply to the McNair program, 
Tammy decided to apply too. At the same time, she began a new relationship with a faculty 
member from the Sociology department at her institution named Jake. Luckily for her, Jake was 
willing to serve as her McNair faculty mentor once she applied, and thus his sponsorship helped 
Tammy complete a strong application to become a McNair scholar given that her program 
favored students’ ability to contact and interact with faculty members while applying to the 
program. 
  75 
 For Tammy, there were multiple reasons why she chose Jake to be her McNair faculty 
mentor and this relationship stood in contrast to the initial experience she had with Ken, the 
psychology faculty member. For one, Tammy heard excellent stories from her peers about how 
Jake treats students and promotes their success, which Tammy found to be awesome given how 
much she respects the experiences of others to determine the worth of something. Also, she 
mentioned that he came from Mexican decent, and she could relate to this background as a 
Latina with Mexican decent. When she met with Jake, she was happy to see how personable and 
“open” he was in talking about himself and academia. His experience of having been a 
nontraditional student coming from a “troubled” background was similar to her upbringing and 
surprised her. In describing how she valued Jake’s presence, she emphasized how she 
appreciated his openness about his background: 
I liked him [Jake] in general, just as a person. I think that, again, he comes from a 
background that I can relate with. His kind of experience was, he was actually a troubled 
teen, got in trouble. And then finally after he got in trouble so many times, he said, “I’m 
going to change my life.” He ended up going to school, getting a Ph.D. His reality 
matched with my reality of, you know, it wasn’t this tradition that we graduated from 
high school and then we go onto this four-year college and then…you know. There was 
nothing. I clicked already from that because I think professors who are open about their 
experiences, I can relate to, and that makes me comfortable. [9:12] 
She continued to describe her relationships with Jake:  
[Jake] was really encouraging about me going to graduate school. He’s a big person who 
not only supported me to go to graduate school but if it probably wasn’t for him, I 
probably wouldn’t have the mindset [to be successful] when I came to grad school. He 
challenged me when I did the McNair project. It wasn’t like he was easy on me. He really 
pushed me to the point where I would leave his office crying sometimes…he gave me the 
support I needed. If he needed to be brutal, he’d say “Tammy, this ain’t good enough, this 
is what you need to do.” The fact that he was open like that to me, challenged me. But it 
also helped me grow to have the mindset open to criticism. [10:20] 
Jake became an important person in Tammy’s academic life as a McNair scholar because he 
challenged her to reach high academic standards. Whether about writing research papers or 
presentations, he helped Tammy think about and through difficult academic practices and 
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choices, all of which helped her complete her McNair projects successfully. For Tammy, 
although at times she wanted to quit doing research at times given Jake’s challenge for her to be 
better, she welcomed the “tough love” because it helped her to perform better in academia.  
 Equally important, while working with Jake, Tammy began a relationship with a faculty 
member from the Latino/a studies department at her institution, named Steve. This latter 
relationship would prove to be very helpful for Tammy as well because Steve’s background 
satisfied her “Latina side” too. In addition to sharing various cultural sentiments, Steve’s mother 
raised him as a single parent within a similar Latinx community. She was more than willing to 
share her ideas with Steve and shared several personal statement drafts when she began applying 
to graduate school.  
 Accordingly, during Tammy’s time applying to graduate schools she had some beliefs 
about what working with a graduate advisor could be like already. On the one hand, she had her 
experiences with learning to find faculty members that "get it" when it comes to her life as a 
Latina from a "troubled" background. On the other hand, during her time in the McNair program, 
graduate students would visit to give guests talks about their experiences and shared "horror" 
stories about working with faculty members. Some of the most memorable stories for Tammy 
were those about students' dropping out due to a lack of support and subsequently programs 
asking students to leave because they seemingly did not meet academic standards. Thus, with 
some information about how faculty members may behave, Tammy knew that working with 
faculty members might be challenging, but is possible.  
 The way that Tammy began selecting potential graduate schools to attend was to look for 
faculty members that she could see herself working with and this included avoiding "all white 
departments" that may lack faculty members that do not “get it” when it comes to growing up 
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Latina. Initially, she struggled to find faculty within sociology departments, so she began looking 
outside the discipline towards more interdisciplinary departments like education. However, 
during this search process, she was “scared” that she would not be able to rebuild relationships 
like those that she established at her undergraduate institution.  
 Eventually, Tammy was accepted into a doctoral program that had a diverse range of 
faculty members from different backgrounds. When it came time to choose her graduate advisor 
during her first year, she learned that the graduate program coordinator selected a graduate 
advisor for her. While this arrangement could have gone badly, Tammy was glad to find out who 
her graduate advisor was - a faculty member that she heard good stories about from peers and 
that matched her research interest. Moreover, even though this faculty member, named Jessica, 
was not Latina, she “got it” when it came to knowing the struggles of Tammy’s life and how 
they related to her research interests.  
 In particular, for Tammy, Jessica matches her for who she is now - an older graduate 
student with kids and a husband. She admits that if she interacted with Jessica when she was 
younger, the relationship may not have worked out as it does now. But as the relationship stands, 
Tammy finds a lot in common between her and Jessica that helps to build a sense of mutual 
understanding. Like Tammy, Jessica is a racial minority within higher education, a woman, and a 
mother. Also, she has a “strong personality” like Tammy, though because of this Tammy had to 
learn how to “get along” with the demands of Jessica to avoid potential differences when it came 
to making decisions about her development. Even when there are differences, Tammy makes 
sure to “not complain and make excuses” because overall the relationship works.  
 An example that Tammy shared about how successfully she finds her relationships with 
Jessica is when Tammy’s mother passed away before a manuscript deadline was due. Knowing 
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that she could not meet this deadline given the grief of losing her mother, Tammy emailed 
Jessica and explained that she could not complete the manuscript in time. In reply, Jessica 
acknowledged Tammy’s grief and ended up meeting with her for a two-hour meeting a few 
months later to catch up with her. Tammy found this to be a very comforting because she knows 
her adviser does not “hold her hand” but remains “concerned.”  
 That said, Tammy acknowledges the struggles that she still goes through despite her 
positive interactions with Jessica. She admitted that she still struggles to know how to write 
academic papers, such as proposals, and conduct research. Sometimes, she feels like she is “left 
to figure things out” by herself and “doesn’t know what [convincing] research looks like” even 
though she believes that Jessica should not have to hold her hand during this process. Despite 
these struggles, Tammy is quick to point out how much she cherishes her relationships with her 
graduate advisor because she can feel comfortable as she takes on different tasks.  
 
Short Story Four: Lilly 
 Before interacting with any faculty members, Lilly learned a lesson from her father about 
the importance of being proactive and goal oriented when working with people. Her father’s 
lesson would prove to be beneficial for her during interactions with faculty members in 
academia. In particular, Lilly felt comfortable communicating with faculty member as an 
undergraduate student even before joining the McNair program. Especially when it came to 
making sure she completed her coursework successfully, Lilly took the initiative to speak 
faculty.  
 Unfortunately, Lilly had to activate this skill when she learned that she received an F on a 
term paper in a history class. The poor grade devastated her because she thought she wrote a 
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well-written paper. In addition, she never received an F before and found this emotionally 
devastating. Therefore, she went to talk with the faculty member to figure out what she can do 
about the grade. Lilly remembers the faculty member, named Sage, as a “harsh” professor 
regarding her academic expectations of students. However, when Lilly spoke with her during 
office hours, rather than simply tell Lilly that she needed to try harder and go to the writing 
center, Sage began to explain to Lilly what she needed to do specifically to write a better paper. 
This initial interaction led to a fruitful relationship during the duration of the class. With this 
connection, Lilly learned about making strong arguments by meeting with Sage. 
 Near the end of the class, not only did Lilly get an A grade for her work, but Sage 
advised Lilly to look into the McNair program given her continued interest in being a better 
writer and thinker. She mentioned to Lilly that the McNair program was a good opportunity to 
“make some money and get help” and an opportunity that could further Lilly’s development as 
an undergraduate researcher interested in attending graduate school. Lilly followed this advice 
with confidence. She researched the McNair program at her institution and applied to the 
program as a philosophy student.  
 After applying to the McNair program, the program accepted Lilly. When she started the 
program, she ended up having two philosophy faculty members serve as her McNair faculty 
mentors given that she knew them from coursework. However, only one would end up being the 
most helpful regarding her academic development as a philosophy student. The first faculty 
member was Ryan, and Lilly realized he was not as available as she needed him to be successful 
in the McNair program. Describing some of her relationships with Ryan, Lilly expressed 
frustration:  
Philosophy is a difficult subject sometimes. Especially to come up with, not only an 
argument that is logical and follows from one to the next, but also is coherent, makes 
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sense, and is true, actually true. A lot of the times I would get mixed up between whether 
I was just trying to prove, I was just trying to make an argument for the sake of making 
an argument or if I was making the argument because I thought the argument was true. 
And so, I needed help deciphering that and I think in the early stages of writing, which is 
when we [her and Ryan] first meet, I needed help finding a direction. [11:30] 
Yet, even though Ryan was friendly, he simply did not meet enough with Lilly and she began to 
feel she was suffering in her ability to frame her research interests and make strong arguments. 
She recognized that she “needed more help” to succeed as a philosophy student aimed at 
attending a graduate program.  
 Subsequently, Lilly had another philosophy faculty member, named Taylor, to assist her 
during the McNair program. Taylor, a woman and non-tenured faculty member, ended up being 
more helpful academically and emotionally for Lilly compared to Ryan in part because Taylor 
was willing to meet more frequently. During these meetings, Lilly had the opportunity to engage 
in meaningful conversations about her ideas and arguments. Recognizing that philosophy was a 
difficult subject, Lilly met with Taylor on a weekly basis and felt that she “really cared” about 
her success by believing in her ability, often giving her advice, and telling her “just get the work 
done.”  
 Lilly appreciated this relationship with Taylor and found it to be helpful in regards to her 
academic development. The advice received “translated into a bigger motivation to perform 
well” and enabled Lilly to feel confident about herself as a philosophy student. As such, the 
impact of the advice went beyond Lilly’s “personal motivation” and provided external 
motivation: 
She [Taylor] really cared about my success… she believed in my ability to do it, and she 
would tell me that very often, which is helpful for me. She really wanted me to push 
myself and succeed in doing it. Because she’s like “you can do it, just get the work 
done”…because she had this idea of me or about me and she would express that so I 
would become aware that this is what she was thinking of me, that somehow translated to 
some expectation of me. It creates a bigger desire, I guess, or a bigger push or motivation 
to perform well. [15:04] 
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Lilly was thankful that she was able to avoid a “cold” relationships with Taylor, a feeling that 
she did not want to experience as a developing philosophy student and researcher. When it came 
time to apply to graduate school, Taylor helped Lilly to think about which philosophy programs 
would suit her philosophical interests. For example, Taylor gave Lilly a philosophy magazine 
that included a list of philosophical topics for her to review. As such, while Lilly received 
support from Ryan when applying to graduate school in the form of a recommendation letter, the 
support of Taylor helped Lilly to make decisions that were more practical and pressing for her.   
 After applying to different philosophy graduate programs, no Ph.D. philosophy program 
accepted Lilly and thus she decided to attend her same institution's MA philosophy program to 
further her studies. But, unsurprising to Lilly, her graduate adviser was the same friendly, but not 
necessarily supportive Ryan, given that he was the primary graduate advisor for all graduate 
students within their small program. Moreover, Taylor, whom Lilly came accustomed to working 
with, could not serve as her graduate adviser given her adjunct status. As such, Lilly felt like not 
much changed from her time as an undergraduate student to being a graduate student except for 
the degree sought. 
 Eventually, Ryan came through with some advice that did help Lilly find a faculty 
member that would help her grow as a philosophy student. He pointed her to Karen, a woman 
philosophy faculty member that worked at a different institution across the country but who had 
similar research interest. Lilly emailed Karen in hopes of building a relationship and Karen 
provided a “great response” about being able to talk with Lilly about ideas and arguments. 
Eventually, Lilly went to meet Karen at a conference where they both were going to present 
research papers (Lilly’s paper was a paper she wrote for the McNair program). When Lilly met 
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Karen in person, they shared a “spark” and Karen offered Lilly the opportunity to be a journal 
assistant for her in creating a start-up philosophy journal. 
 This relationship with Karen became central to Lilly’s academic progress as a graduate 
student compared to her relationships with Ryan, who was her graduate adviser. Lilly has a 
“cordial” relationship with Ryan, but she recognizes that it simply is not as “helpful” regarding 
attaining some of the interest and practical skills she feels necessary to develop into a researcher 
and philosopher. Even though it is through online communications such as email and video chat, 
by working with Karen, Lilly can study something that she is interested in and engage a faculty 
member that she believes is supportive:  
Her [Karen] and I work fairly well together because we’re both pretty ADD [Attention 
Deficit Disorder]… we’re both entirely organized, and that’s great. She’s very, what’s the 
word, patient when it comes to…like I have to edit list and things like that, but it’s very 
hard for me, I mix up the letters or I can’t get the fonts right, so it’s really hard to do that 
sometimes. So we’ve worked out a system…She’s good, she’s a great mentor. [33:06] 
Subsequently, as a journal assistant, in addition to having engaging conversations over video 
chat, Lilly can read and judge the “newest content” on her research by reviewing manuscripts. 
This work is in addition to designing the website for the journal – all experiences that Lilly could 
not find directly with Ryan despite his friendly disposition.  
 
Short Story Five: Erica 
 Before entering the McNair program, Erica knew to be proactive to ensure her academic 
success during her undergraduate studies. In particular, what inspired her was flunking out of 
college a first time. When she returned to college, she knew she needed to be involved in seeking 
help and learning how to succeed to graduate. Erica actively “looked for support” within her 
college rather than make a mistake – again - of assuming people would come to her when she 
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struggled. As an older and non-traditional student returning to college, she did not want to take 
any chances of flunking.   
 Part of Erica’s new sense of being proactive in college included searching her 
institution’s website for academic opportunities. Having observed students participating in the 
Upward Bound program during her first year in college, she knew that institutions offered 
opportunities that could help her succeed accordingly and thus she wanted additional academic 
structure to alleviate potential problems. One of the programs she came across was the McNair 
program. After learning about what the McNair program offered, such as workshops and 
financial resources, she decided to apply to the program. What caught her attention about the 
McNair program was the opportunity to work with faculty members that could provide a 
“roadmap” for success in academia, especially when it came to preparing for graduate school. 
 After applying to the McNair program, the program accepted her. Happy to become a 
McNair Scholar, Erica made an “emotional choice” to work with a faculty mentor, named Roger, 
that she knew from coursework and felt could provide positive energy towards becoming a better 
researcher and prospective graduate student. She wanted a faculty mentor that “believed in her,” 
and that criterion was all she knew because her McNair program did not detail the nature of a 
faculty-student relationship in regards to research: 
When they [the McNair staff] said pick a mentor, there was no other words; you gonna 
have to pick a mentor; he or she is going to have to sign some paperwork. It didn’t say, 
“Think about your study. Pick somebody already doing some research.” It didn’t have 
any of that language in it. Of course I’m going to pick [Roger] because he’s already my 
mentor. He’s already somebody that if I’m feeling confused I can go to him. But this was 
in the context of [coursework], not [research]. [6:20] 
As such, given that Erica became comfortable with Roger during the courses she took with him, 
she felt he offered the best resources for her to be successful in the McNair program. She did not 
realize that his support might not be enough.  
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 To her surprise, while Roger provided emotional support, Erica felt he was less helpful in 
teaching her how to design and complete the research project she was working on during the 
summer – the very skill set she hoped to learn. For example, while Erica felt that he was 
encouraging, saying phrases such as “you can do this,” she realized that she was not learning 
how to write literature reviews and articulate a research design. Also, she realized she was 
gravitating towards a quantitative research design yet she was seeking advice from a faculty 
member whose background was in qualitative forms of inquiry. In hindsight, Erica finds it 
amusing how the experience transpired:  
He did not have the skill set to do the kind of study that I did. And, because he was so 
nurturing, he didn’t say, “I don’t think you should do this study”….he’s like “this is what 
you want to do, we gonna do it.” I could have easily wrote [a different paper] and been 
fine. [6:43] 
Further explaining herself, Erica stated:  
So I feel like I did a lot of work when it was time for the [research experiences] that, had 
I been more strategic…one, had it been explained to me be better, two had I been 
strategic in [selecting] my mentor [the experience could have been better] [6:59] 
After working with Roger, now Erica wonders why she chose a quantitative design during her 
McNair project when she was working with a faculty member with qualitative expertise.  
 Eventually, during this McNair project, Erica spoke to Roger about struggling with the 
project, particularly when it came to figuring out the research design of her study. Recognizing 
her frustration, Roger put Erica in contact with another faculty member from the statistics 
department to help her with her research design. The statistics faculty member attempted to help 
Erica, but he eventually admitted to her that she came to him too late and she should have come 
to him earlier for him to help her with the study. Time ran out for Erica to complete the study 
within the scope of the McNair project. In retrospect, Erica wishes that she “made a more 
strategic decision” in choosing her McNair faculty mentor than simply selecting someone she 
knew.  
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 Overall, Erica believes Roger had an exaggerated sense of what she was capable of, 
especially given that she was an older student and mother compared to other undergraduates that 
were younger and had no children. She recognized that he had a greater belief in her ability than 
she felt capable. Beyond the words of encouragement Roger would share with her to promote her 
sense of belonging in academia, she knew she lacked “material things” regarding becoming a 
good researcher:  
I adored my mentor…I just felt [he] had an inflated sense of what I can do….It would 
kind of be like “oh, go fix this.” I’m like, but I don’t know how, the material pieces of 
how to go fix this. I don’t understand because if I did, I wouldn’t have brought it to you. 
[11:41] 
So although Roger was helpful emotionally, Erica felt she lacked practical training in how to 
conduct research. With this understanding, even when Erica applied and prepared to attend 
graduate school, she felt “unready” despite completing the McNair program.  
 While feeling unsure about her academic ability, a feeling that would carry over to her 
graduate studies, Erica was able to put together a strong application for graduate school and was 
admitted to a doctoral program. When starting her program, Erica was “neurotic” because she 
did not know how to approach faculty members to ensure that she received the skills necessary to 
be a good researcher. Equally important, she did not want to upset any faculty members by 
crossing an invisible social line and face social repercussions but she knew she needed to be 
more forceful in establishing a productive relationship with a faculty member. This sense of 
nervousness and overthinking was “outside of her personality.” She is used to being direct and 
straightforward.  
 Luckily, for Erica, when it came time to select a faculty member to serve as her graduate 
adviser, her program selected one for her that turned out to be a good match for what she needed 
from a faculty member. At first, Erica was worried because she did not have a chance to select 
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her adviser, especially given her concerns about not being strategic enough in selecting a faculty 
member. But over the first few semesters, Erica began to come to an understanding about 
perhaps why her program selected this faculty member, named Mike; Mike was an expert in the 
area of research she cared about and provided valuable advice about how to conduct qualitative 
research. 
 Ironically, while Mike proved to be a valuable resource for learning how to think and 
conduct research, Erica realized the relationship lacked emotional support that she often 
experienced as a McNair Scholar. At the same time, she did not want to disturb an otherwise 
productive relationship with her graduate advisor. Thus, the lack of emotional support from Mike 
was not necessarily bad. Instead of saying something to him, Erica decided to look for other 
faculty members that could provide that emotional support for her and she found one.  
 This second faculty member, named Jane, was a woman faculty member from the 
anthropology department that Erica knew from coursework. Erica felt Jane’s personality emitted 
a genuine care for the academic success of students and this impressed Erica because she 
believes it is uncommon within graduate school. For example, Jane would read her papers and 
provided thoughtful feedback in writing and in person. On top of causal discussions about the 
daily stresses of being women of color, Jane provided Erica with a feminist perspective in 
thinking about her studies that Mike did not:  
Because of my project, it looks at a particular time in history in a way that people don’t 
tend to look at it. And so basically I focus on women in a time period where people 
focused on men. My advisor wrote a book that did the same thing [focused on men]... 
Definitely what I needed was a feminist angle and a way to do that or a way to write in 
how I was feeling it. There is language for that that I didn’t know at the time. She 
definitely does that for me. [48:00] 
Thus, Erica learned to find a type of balance in her faculty-student relationship that she did not 
foresee was possible until after completing the McNair program. Mike provides insight about 
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how to conduct research in a rigorous manner that she values, but her relationship with Jane 
provides another perspective to her research and how she views herself in graduate school. Truly, 
Erica appreciates Jane’s emotional support from a woman’s perspective, a perspective that her 
graduate advisor does not bring. Through a bit of luck and strategic thinking, Erica found a way 
to handle her relationships with faculty members even though she entered the program unsure 
about what these relationships ought to look like and how to establish them. 
 
Short Story Six: Kevin   
 Before joining the McNair program, Kevin did not know much about the program. He 
knew the significance of its name, based on the astronaut Ronald E. McNair, but he did not know 
anything else about the program. The way he learned more about the program was a McNair 
director inviting him to apply and participate in the program. Often, Kevin saw and talked with 
the McNair director in a student affairs building he went to for free printing. He found the 
McNair director to be likable and pleasant. Based on these initial interactions, Kevin gleaned that 
the McNair director had a reputation for building connections with faculty members and 
administrators. Thus, when the director talked to Kevin about the McNair program and offered 
him the opportunity to participate, he figured the opportunity could be worthwhile to expand his 
professional connections in academia.  
 After applying to the program (with the grace of the McNair director) and being 
accepted, Kevin had no expectations about the role and significance of working with faculty 
members within the context of research. Accordingly, the McNair program’s emphasis on 
working with faculty members was new to Kevin and he was happy to participate in events and 
workshops about the topic. Kevin did not have too many concerns about his relationship with his 
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potential McNair faculty mentor because he did not know what to expect at all. Explaining this 
lack of expectations, Kevin said, “I didn’t have any expectations with working with faculty 
members…I never really even thought about working with faculty members during McNair as 
well.” [1:42] Instead, Kevin took the opportunity as simply a learning experience that may lead 
to greater opportunities.  
 Furthermore, when Kevin attended McNair events, he appreciated the ability to talk with 
faculty members within a relaxed setting and learned that they are “human.” This social exposure 
helped him break down some of the psychological barriers associated with faculty members as 
“superhuman” and people that “make things happen” within a university. At the same time, when 
Kevin talked with faculty members, they would ask him questions, about his experience playing 
for the university basketball team, an experience of Kevin’s that some faculty members 
recognized from watching the games. These exchange of questions helped Kevin to feel less 
intimidated by the presence of faculty members and more willing to engage them when 
discussing research.  
 However, during Kevin’s first research project with his McNair faculty mentor, named 
Joe, they met rarely. This lack of meeting with Joe did not bother Kevin. He just thought to do a 
research project over the summer was inconvenient and bad timing, stating, “the summer is the 
worst time to ask a person to help you.” Subsequently, he attempted to complete his research 
project without much guidance even though he did not know what he was doing regarding 
research design, collecting data, and writing up a research report. However, he was excited to be 
reading on the population he chose for his research project – “juveniles” (referring to young 
black and brown teens in urban settings often framed in a negative light by media and police).  
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 When it came time to apply to graduate school after experiencing the McNair project, 
even though he did not meet with his faculty mentor much, Kevin knew more about graduate 
school compared to when he entered the program because of the events about applying to 
graduate school. However, he was not interested in attending graduate school at the time because 
he wanted to pursue other opportunities that included working closely with seemingly troubled 
youth. He was concerned about the social and economic plight of black and brown youth that 
lived in poverty. Nonetheless, the McNair program helped Kevin understand the process 
involved in applying and attending graduate school, and he calls the experience “eye-opening” 
and it made the idea of attending graduate school “more achievable.”  
 It was not until five years after graduating from his McNair program that Kevin decided 
to attend graduate school to study for a master’s degree. In fact, he ended up participating in two 
master’s degree programs before transitioning into a Ph.D. program. How he ended up attending 
graduate school for his masters’ degrees was through his job as a teacher, a position that paid his 
course credits. On top of finding a way to pay for his courses, rather than go through a traditional 
pathway of gathering recommendation letters and submitting an application to a graduate school, 
Kevin decided to take a few credits at a time within the school to gain status as a student 
eventually. Once he took enough credits, he petitioned successfully for the institution to award 
him the degree. Acknowledging the savviness of his pathway to a graduate degree, Kevin 
remembers that he learned this pathway was an option from talking with his McNair director 
about ways to attend graduate school.  
 While working on his last master's degree, Kevin's interactions with faculty members in 
regards to conducting research were still limited. The best experience he had was when he 
completed a master thesis writing class. During this class, the faculty member, Lori, operated as 
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an editor for students’ thesis manuscripts. Kevin would write and Lori would check the argument 
and grammar within the document. He remembers her as pleasant but “ruff” when it came to 
editing his writing, constantly marking up his papers. Lori had high expectations, but Kevin 
appreciated her sincerity and commitment to improving his thesis: 
 There’s actually a course you take that last semester where you meet with the teacher 
once a week and hash out, and you discuss, and you hash out. And pretty much so, they 
guide you through your thesis. And the young lady I had was an editor, and ruff. You 
know what it was, it was like…we meet in class, there was like 4 or 5 of us, we would 
meet with her…Ginsu, Ginsu [referring to slashing up his paper with comments and red 
ink]. She had really high expectations, so that was my prep…it was really good. She and 
I still have a really good relationship. [18:00] 
Further describing his relationship with Lori, he spoke highly of her ability to be a great educator 
with cultural sensitivity.  
Right around 2000, I started teaching higher ed. I was at a community college that fed 
right into the university she was, so she would get students that I had recommended. She 
and I had like a pipeline. She would always say “send them to me.” That’s what I would 
do. It worked out really well. I knew the [her] rigor would be above reproach, and I knew 
that she had a caring sentiment. She was brilliant. She mastered languages, several. She 
wrote and she spoke what people call hieroglyphics….good speak with God speech, like 
she taught the class, and I took that class. Her understanding of what was important and 
how to package it together, she was really good. [20:07] 
The experience of writing his master’s thesis and developing a relationship with Lori helped 
Kevin to have a basic expectation of working with a graduate advisor within a doctoral program, 
which he pursued later.  
 In particular, he knew that working with a faculty member within a doctoral program 
could go smoothly or not, and with each situation came consequences. He worried about harming 
relationships with faculty members and losing his funding, such as a teaching assistantships in 
addition to ensuring that he was able to study research that could be transformational for the lives 
of black youth, and this required having a faculty member able to assist him with his ideas. Thus, 
as he continued towards joining a doctoral program, he did have concerns. 
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 Luckily, for Kevin, he ended up applying to and attending a doctoral program that had a 
specific faculty member he heard great information about from his community members and 
colleagues invested in the future of black and brown youth. Thus, when accepted, Kevin chose 
this faculty member, named Richard, who is an older black man, to serve as his graduate advisor 
and remains happy with his decision. He finds Richard to know a lot about the social problems 
and has a “wealth of information” about various educational problems, especially given that 
Richard is a black man that is aware of many of these problems firsthand: 
[Richard] is the man, like for real. There is nothing he doesn’t know. Historically, 
sociologically…it never ends with him. The well, I don’t know how deep it comes, but 
it’s never ending with him…I see him all the time, I don’t scheduled meetings, “hey 
[Richard], what’s happening,” I look in the door, he sitting there, I know he’s like “what 
the hell.” I’m always standing at the door. If I really need something, I see the door open, 
I go. When I schedule stuff, we always get things done. [22:40] 
So while Kevin may not have consistent communication with Richard in the form of scheduled 
meeting, he finds ways of making sure they maintain a meaningful relationship that allows him 
to make progress within his program. This arrangement does not bother Kevin who respects the 
reputation of Richard as an expert and an older black man: 
I’ve always bonded with older black men. As a kid, I would walk to the barbershop and 
get my haircut, as a kid, and meet a whole group of different [older black] men. I’ve been 
trained that way, to get along and be a part of groups where I was the youngest. I have 
that down…[32:50] 
Given Kevin’s upbringing with working with older black men, some of which he viewed as role 
models, he respects his relationships with his graduate advisor, whom he sees as a “father 
figure.”  
 
Short Story Seven: Stephanie 
 Before Stephanie joined the McNair program, she did not know what working with a 
faculty member within a research context entailed. Rather, most of her experiences with faculty 
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members were limited to classroom interactions and course advising. In particular, her most 
personable interactions with faculty members came from participating in seminars. Thus, it was 
through attending classes that Stephanie began her journey with interacting with faculty 
members. 
 The first time Stephanie did hear about the McNair program was through an 
advertisement email sent to her from the program. From there, she began to investigate and learn 
more about the program by visiting the program’s website and asking friends and her sister, who 
attended the same institution, about the program. After hearing positive stories about the 
program, such as gaining training to attend graduate school, Stephanie applied to the program 
and was accepted for an initial interview with the McNair director and faculty members 
associated with the program, an experience that she found intimidating because she did not know 
what to expect or how to act.  
 Despite feelings of intimidation, Stephanie performed well and the program accepted her. 
While she was happy the program accepted her, Stephaine was unsure how to select a McNair 
faculty mentor to help her learn about research; thus, she talked with friends and McNair staff in 
hopes of finding a faculty member that would match her research interests. A graduate student, 
who was also a McNair staff member, suggested to Stephanie that she meet with her graduate 
advisor given that their interests matched. After visiting the faculty member, named Joy, 
Stephanie agreed that there was a match and she was happy to hear that Joy would serve as her 
McNair faculty mentor.  
 When it came to interacting with Joy, Stephanie allowed the McNair program 
requirements to structure the newfound relationship. She found the program structure to be very 
beneficial in helping her navigate relationships in a successful manner. Particularly, when it 
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came time to complete the McNair summer research project, she knew she had to meet Joy 
multiple times per month, ask specific questions regarding topics about research design, and ask 
how to complete a research paper given that was the final McNair requirement:  
When I first started, I think our relationship was probably more structured by the 
program’s requirements. So McNair had requirements, I don’t know the specific number, 
but some number of times that you had to meet with your faculty adviser (they might 
have called it a faculty mentor) over the course of each semester, over the course of the 
summer…Then, I guess, I was just kind of talking to her, understanding the work she did. 
I believe she suggested to me, probably, a topic for a project that I can do after having 
some conversations…. [9:40] 
Through shaped by the structure of McNair requirements, Stephanie found the relationship with 
Joy to be “easy going” and “worked well” for her personality. 
 After the McNair project during the summer, when it came time to apply to graduate 
school, the McNair program requirements shifted to concerns about applying to graduate school. 
Subsequently, her interactions with Joy shifted to reflect issues dealing with finding and applying 
to graduate programs. When Stephanie talked with her, they would discuss the application 
process, ideal graduate school to attend based on her research interests, and potential faculty to 
reach out to toward building relationships. Without the McNair requirements, Stephanie doubts 
she could have been as purposeful when interacting with Joy because before the McNair program 
she only knew how to interact with faculty members within the context of coursework.  
 After applying and once into a doctoral program, Stephanie soon realized that the 
structure she grew familiar with during the McNair program, and the expectations she began to 
become accustomed to when working with working her faculty mentor, were not available to her 
in her doctoral program. Rather, while her graduate advisor, named Brian, was nice and helpful 
in some aspects, which is the reason she selected him given that she heard other students report 
positive experiences with him gradually, she experienced feelings of frustration with the 
relationship, feelings that would interfere with her ability to make progress within the program.  
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 Specifically, while Brian would suggest classes to take and literature to read, the 
relationship lacked the closeness that Stephanie expected given her experience in the McNair 
program, a program that portrayed faculty-student relationship as being more “one-on-one” and 
personable. She expressed that Brian knows little about her and what she hopes to accomplish 
accordingly, but does provide some basic words of encouragement about being a good student: 
I think coming into graduate school based on, kind of, what we always been told in 
McNair, my best understanding of what grad school should look like was the 
conversations that McNair staff and graduate students who they brought back talked to us 
about. So hearing from those people, I thought that when I came to graduate school that 
my adviser would be somebody I have this really close relationship with, it would be like 
really one-on-one. You know, most of the conversations I have, most of the interactions 
would be really based on them concerned with what I’m interested in and kind of this 
really focused relationship.  
Once I got here, I realized that wasn’t the way that our relationship worked. And I know 
some people have that, but I just didn’t. So, I think my adviser [Brian], he [has] lots of 
students working with him, so I recognized it would be impossible for me to get that one-
on-one experience that I always thought I would have. He has a lot of students, he’s very 
busy. So I would say, like, definitely, I felt like I haven’t gotten that thing in my mind 
like what that relationship would look like before coming. [28:28] 
 
This frustration with Brian would grow as he would break appointments with her without telling 
her (leaving her to wait at his office door) - and make promises to write letters of 
recommendation to only not follow through with them. Accordingly, she had to learn to “adapt” 
to this troublesome relationship.  
 Stephanie knew she did not want to drop out of graduate school; she was frustrated, but 
not broken. In seeking help, she began talking with other graduate students that had more 
experience in the program and began learning about other faculty members that have helped 
them in completing milestones within the program. Following a similar process of searching for 
faculty members that she learned from being in the McNair program, Stephanie was able to find 
a faculty member that would support her research interests and personhood, named Ashley: 
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Throughout my time here, just interacting with her [Ashley], even if it was in the hallway 
or anything like that, her conversations with me were always very specific or focused. 
She would have a conversation with me and be like, “Oh, let me know you if need me to 
review your paper, or let me know if you need me to review your CV or something like 
that.” That’s very much what our relationship is like. I know that I can sit down, have a 
conversation with her, and she can give me really specific and concrete feedback on some 
of the very specific things that I have questions about. She will give me feedback on my 
research questions, and on my methods, and all these different steps of the process that I 
couldn’t get from my adviser. So, she is very much hands-on and really helpful and 
asking me questions and making me think through parts of the research process that I 
wouldn’t just think on my own. [34:00] 
 
With this positive relationships developing, Stephanie would ask and learn that Ashley would 
agree to become her dissertation director, making the relationships official from an institutional 
perspective and easing the strain that she was experiencing with Brian.  
 Thus, Stephanie’s interaction with Ashley provides a deeper level of understanding about 
research and academia that she was not receiving from her graduate advisor. But in making 
Ashley her dissertation director, she did not want to ruin the limited relationship with Brian 
because she thought there could be some benefits to maintaining the relationship. Therefore, she 
opted to split the responsibilities between the faculty members and found a way to balance her 
faculty relationships in a manner that is more productive for her academic progress. While Brian 
does provide some motivational support towards Stephanie becoming a better researcher, her 
relationship with Ashley provides the most insight and thus is the most meaningful to her. 
 Stephanie greatly appreciates her relationships with Ashley and welcomes their 
conversations about research design, methods, and “hands-on” engagement in reading her papers 
and asking questions. With this support, Stephanie was able to pass her qualifying exams and 
Ph.D. proposal, crucial steps within any doctoral program. These were the very things Stephanie 
expected from Brian but did not receive. 
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Short Story Eight: Jillian 
 Before entering the McNair program, Jillian heard about the program through senior 
undergraduate students at her college that were McNair Scholars. Because she attended a small 
liberal arts college, the student population, was small and it was easy for her to get to know many 
of the other black women who participated in TRIO programs at her institution. Thus, Jillian 
talked with these senior students about what the program offered, particularly the opportunity to 
work directly with faculty members on research. Sharing what she learned, Jillian stated:  
At liberal art schools, there are not a lot of people of color. So all the people who were in 
TRIO, which is like SSS, McNair, and Upward Bound and knew each other. And so, I 
knew these senior girls who went through McNair and applied to graduate school my 
freshman year. And they kind of told me their experiences, what they did for their first 
projects, and what to expect. [2:35].  
The insights from these McNair Scholars had a positive impact on Jillian’s perspective of the 
McNair program and she became interested in the program. In particular, after hearing these 
seniors’ great time within the McNair program, she became “excited” to apply to the program. 
 Given that Jillian was at a small liberal arts college, she did not have a hard time getting 
to know faculty members through coursework. She contacted a faculty member she knew from 
taking classes with, named Maria, and asked her to serve as a sponsor to participate in the 
program, which was an initial requirement for the McNair program at her college. Having known 
each other, Maria agreed to be her McNair faculty mentor after acceptance. 
 Once accepted into the McNair program, Maria, a professor from the anthropology 
department, began to assist Jillian in discovering the process of research and the work ethic the 
process entails. Revealing the process of research was a new side of academia that Jillian was not 
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familiar with and she became more aware during her summer McNair research project. When 
she began to learn the process in depth. Even though Maria was not able to assist Jillian the 
entire summer because she was pregnant, the time they spent together during meetings was 
valuable for Jillian. 
 Specifically, during this summer research project, Jillian enjoyed the opportunity to learn 
about her research topic and methods. In addition, she enjoyed working with a faculty member 
that was a woman of color and stated “Maria is Filipino. She [understands] what it’s like to be a 
woman of color in the academy.” The gender and racial background of Maria helped her feel a 
sense of bonding. Jillian embraced Maria’s positionality within academia, a disposition of 
striving to be true to her values and awareness to social justice issues. Embracing Maria’s 
academic identity helped Jillian feel comfortable in reading suggested books, taking advice about 
conducting ethical research, and learning how to design a study. 
 But when Maria was less able to meet due to pregnancy, Jillian reached out to and 
decided to work with another faculty member, named Pearl, from the education department to 
assist in completing her summer research project. Jillian did not know much about Pearl, who 
was an older white woman, but she heard positive stories from some peers that suggested she 
meet with her, especially because they shared research interests slightly. However, even after 
meeting Pearl, who agreed to work with her the remainder of the summer, Jillian did not enjoy 
the relationship as much compared to her time with Maria: 
Pearl is like this old white lady who is nice in a very liberal way. But she…she also 
didn’t know anything about my project [dealing with race within education]…she’s in 
education, but she didn’t know anything about my topic and I’m just like “girl.”  So what 
she had said to me is “we’re learning this together, like you’re helping me because I 
didn’t know anything about this.” And sometimes it’s [was] kind of like, okay, what is 
the use of you.  
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Unlike her relationships with Maria, building a relationship with Pearl felt slow for Jillian given 
that she believed Pearl was "oblivious" to racial issues. At best, Jillian saw Pearl as a nice person 
willing to sign papers for her to complete the summer project.   
 After completing her summer research project, the following year Jillian transitioned to 
applying for doctoral programs. During this time, she resumed meeting Maria. Twice a week, 
Jillian and her would discuss topics about applying to programs that supported different 
disciplines, a topic that turned out to be impactful given that she eventually applied to and was 
accepted by a social science doctoral program even though she majored in humanities. In 
addition to providing advice about which graduate programs to select, Maria wrote letters of 
recommendation for her.  
 While Jillian looked forward to attending graduate school, she worried about working 
with faculty members within the context of research. In particular, she concerned herself with the 
possible differences between faculty member relationships at her small liberal arts colleges 
compared to faculty member relationships at a research institution, which was soon to be her new 
academic home. She knew that research institutions served larger populations of students and 
thus one-on-one time may be rare compared to what she experienced at her college. But she had 
faith that because graduate programs were usually smaller and more intimate that she would 
develop a personal relationship with a faculty member, particularly her graduate advisor.  
 Subsequently, when Jillian arrived at her graduate program and had an opportunity to 
select her graduate advisor, she was careful to select a faculty member that she heard good things 
about from other faculty members and peers that dealt with her research interests. These 
conversations often took place during her time within the McNair program and summer research 
experience. Eventually, Jillian selected a faculty member, Vanessa, that she believed had 
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theoretical similarities and could speak to her research interests. But when she met Vanessa, a 
woman of color, the relationship started off a bit more distant than she desired and feared. 
Initially, she credited this sense of distance to Vanessa being on sabbatical while she entered the 
program, but that turned out to not be the case.   
 Rather, Jillian’s understanding of her relationship with Vanessa turned into a realization 
that it is a laissez-faire type of relationship. Specifically, Jillian believes that Vanessa acts as an 
academic support specialist more than the idea of a one-on-one, productive relationship with a 
faculty member. When Jillian does meet with her graduate advisor, they discuss theoretical 
interests and potential literature to read, but often her graduate advisor encourages her to talk 
with other faculty members about interest and ideas:  
I think over the years we definitely have gotten closer, I think she’s a lot more hands-off 
and she kind of, like, I talked to her about my personal stuff a little bit, but I always kind 
of see her as mostly academic support. She helps me develop my theoretical ideas. She’s 
supposed to help me with writing….sometimes [she does] when she feels like it. I mean, 
sometimes, if it is [if she does help with writing], it’s like more broader ideas and not 
micro level things….the one thing that I do say is really good about her is that she 
connects me with a lot of other faculty outside the institution to help me, because my 
adviser is not necessarily…she can do one part of what I want to do, but not well-versed 
in others. So she outsources me to people who can help me. [28:00] 
 
Beyond this networking support, Jillian feels frustrated, but not completely upset, that she is not 
getting more hands-on help with becoming a researcher, such as with reading her papers and 
providing detailed feedback. In the absence of close support, Jillian attempts to learn about how 
to conduct research and ideas for her research on her own by Googling questions or reaching out 
to other faculty members in her program. 
 Although she thinks about asking for more help from Vanessa at times, Jillian hesitates 
because she does not want her graduate advisor to think that she is “stupid” or “weak.” For her, 
  100 
weakness includes the impression that she is clueless about her research interests, is a bad writer, 
and an overall impression that she does not belong in graduate school: 
I feel like that now that you’re [speaking about herself] in graduate school, you’re 
supposed to be like a big girl. You’re suppose be able to manage and do things on your 
own, you know, and that they [faculty members] won’t hold your hand. And my adviser 
is not a handholding person. And I don’t want her to think I’m weak…[weakness] looks 
like being stupid....not being a good writer, not knowing what your research is, not 
preparing for every single thing. [30:00] 
 
Given this fear of looking weak, Jillian meets with other faculty members in her program, where 
she feels there is less stress on the relationship and where she can be more personable with other 
women faculty members, some including women of color. Thus, even though Vanessa will 
provide a limited amount of support to Stephanie regarding her research and academic progress, 
including making comments such about being a “hard worker,” Stephanie goes to these other 
faculty members to receive emotional support. She goes to these other faculty members to hear 
kind words about how “she’s not failing” and to receive advice about how to conduct research. 
 
 
Summary 
 These eight short stories provide insight into understanding former McNair Scholars’ 
perceptions of how the mentoring component of the McNair program prepared them for working 
with faculty members in graduate school. The focus of these stories surrounded their unique 
interactions with faculty members during their undergraduate and graduate studies, where 
students experienced both moments of success and struggle. Overall, students’ perceptions of the 
mentorship component reveals that while the component may have good intentions and does 
provide students with a noticeable degree of knowledge and skills with working with faculty 
members, it lacks in fully preparing students for faculty-student relationships when it comes to 
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the question of fit (fit referring to social characteristics). With these stories, a better 
understanding and theorization of the McNair program, faculty-student relationships, and the 
question of fit is possible. Specifically, when taking these stories into consideration regarding 
how the mentoring component of the McNair program prepares students for faculty-student 
relationships, one can see the role social values and characteristics play in the negotiation and 
formation of such relationships in light of the meritocratic disposition of the McNair program. 
With this insight, in the next chapter I consider the tension between fit and merit within faculty-
student relationships and how the McNair program can help shape this tension.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion Section – The Tension between Fit and Merit in Faculty-Student 
Relationships 
 
The purpose of this study was to explore the usefulness of the mentoring component of 
the McNair program from the perspective of former McNair Scholars in light of the meritocratic 
discourse that undergirds the program. Based on interviews with eight former McNair scholars, 
while the mentoring component provides students with opportunities to interact with faculty 
members and learn knowledge and skills that extend into their graduate studies, it struggles to 
help students understand how to navigate the political, conflicting nature of faculty-student 
relationships. With this understanding comes the recognition that the fit (i.e. students’ ability to 
build a sense of commonality based on social values and characteristics) between students and 
faculty within mentoring relationships affected students’ ability to work productively 
academically. From the McNair program to graduate school, this tension between fit12 and merit 
reoccurred.  
This tension came in the form of instances of success and struggle between students and 
faculty members revolved and their ability to negotiate social values and characteristics, a reality 
that had political implications for students’ learning. For example, in each of the short stories, 
different social values and characteristics shaped students’ relationships with faculty members in 
the McNair program and during their graduate studies. Whether about differences in 
personalities, such as Tom’s need for a more personable advisor, or the recognition of one’s 
ethnicity as central to their learning, such as Tammy’s need for a faculty member that 
                                                 
12 While I theorize the concept of fit in this chapter within a conflict theory perspective, there are additional ways to 
theorize the concept of fit as it relates to relationships within organizational settings. For example, as written about 
by Norman Chorn (1991), the concept of “strategic fit” may be insightful for further discussions about the tension 
between fit and merit for some audiences.  
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understands her Latina side, the role of social values and characteristics affected students’ 
relationships with faculty. 
These findings connect with earlier studies about the need for the McNair program to 
help students understand and navigate the politics of faculty-student relationships. In a study by 
Michelle Martinez, she found that former McNair Scholars within her focus group wanted the 
McNair program to pay more attention to the political context of working with faculty. 
Specifically, based on her findings, she states, “students need more preparation for how to build 
relationships with faculty members in graduate school” (Martinez, 2014, p. 54). As such, while 
McNair program provides a valuable service to students by giving them opportunities to engage 
faculty, the program is lacking by overlooking the intensely value-laden context of working with 
faculty.   
Echoing this same sentiment, Karen Bryson found that former McNair Scholars (some of 
which completed graduate school) talked about the importance of developing strong 
interpersonal skills as key to their academic success more so than their ability to perform 
academic skills, such as writing and reading in a scholarly manner. Specifically, based on 
interviewing 21 former McNair Scholars from the University of South Florida, she writes, “while 
some McNair graduates mentioned ‘talent’ or ‘being smart’ as having contributed to their 
success, those ‘innate’ factors were not mentioned as frequently as other factors [e.g. learning 
from "professionals of color who paved the way"] (Bryson, 2005, p. 188). Obviously, being 
intellectually prepared is important to be academically successful, but the ability to engage in 
interpersonal skills with faculty proved to be more important for students’ academic success 
given the ramifications of having an unproductive and uninspiring faculty-student relationship.  
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Given the gravity of this study’s findings in addition to earlier studies that point to the 
value-laden context of students working with faculty members, McNair programs need to be 
more intellectually aware of engaging the value-laden reality of higher education. Otherwise, 
they risk failing to prepare first-generation and underrepresented students for graduate school 
given that they may struggle to establish productive faculty-student relationships due to 
differences in social values between students and faculty. That said, I believe the main reason for 
this lack of political awareness is the underlying socialization perspective that supports the 
tendency to view the faculty-student relationship as a matter of effort, stepped in the idea of 
meritocracy. 
 
Get with the Program:  Fit, Faculty-Student Relationships, and Limits of the Socialization 
Perspectives 
 
When it comes to preparing McNair Scholars for graduate school, practitioners and 
education researchers often employ socialization perspectives that view students’ academic 
success in graduate school as a matter of integrating into a system. Similar to the ideas of 
Vincent Tinto (1987), socialization entails that through a process of inclusion, students can learn 
the values and practices of a system and become functioning members. As such, the meaning of 
fit within socialization perspectives refer to how students can get along within a system through 
steps, one step being students’ relationships with faculty members.  
There are two main assumptions of fit from a socialization perspective. One assumption 
is that there is, indeed, a unified system for students to integrate into through a series of steps. In 
an exact sense of systems, as espoused in a Durkheim functionalist sense, where a system refers 
to a coherent organism with values and practices that seek an equilibrium to exist, socialization 
views academia as a type of organism that consists of a network of mutually supportive parts. 
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Accordingly, the concept of fit from a socialization perspective in part refers to learning a role 
and joining a system.   
In addition to assuming the existence of as unified system, the concept of fit from a 
socialization perspective entails that the system has a genuinely and overall good nature in 
responding to changes or challenges. In other words, there is the assumption that the system is 
flexible in addressing changes or problems in practices or values, a core ingredient for the system 
to continue to function. This assumption frames fit as a matter of the individual or the system 
learning to change to maintain the fundamental practices and values of the system. For example, 
previous studies of the mentoring component of the McNair program examined and justified how 
the program supports students’ ability to integrate into academia through a series of key steps. 
For example, Cheryl Gittens’s (2013) interviewed 18 former McNair Scholars that graduated 
with doctorates about their experiences in the McNair program and argued that the program 
provided a positive socialization experience for students, particularly when it came to students 
engagement in interpersonal interactions that helped acclimate students to the practices and 
values of academia. Gittens’s study reflects the assumption that establishing fit between a student 
and faculty member is a matter of the student learning how to play the game of academia.   
Subsequently, the question of fit becomes a question of students’ willingness and ability 
to embrace academia, where faculty-student relationships serve as a core process for 
understanding the rules of the games. Without this relationship, students are less likely to know 
how to exist within academia and thus more willing to leave academia. As Deborah King points 
out, “The unspoken truth is that those that ‘fit’ into the system are more likely to successfully 
navigate it” (King, 2011, p. 14). As such, the socialization perspective is one where the faculty-
student relationship serves as a function for students to remain in academia. 
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A major drawback of socialization perspectives of fit is that attempts to make the system 
of academia better for underrepresented are often a tremendous struggle given that academia, in 
general, was not intended for those types of individuals, specifically within predominately white 
institutions at the doctoral, administrative, and faculty levels. As highlighted by Chesler, Lewis, 
and Crowfoot: 
 
Higher Education in the United States historically has promoted the material interest 
(wealth, power, and status) of white elites. These elites have used their economic wealth, 
political power, and ideological legitimacy to ensure that education helps maintain their 
positions of privilege while continuing to subordinate people of color” (Chesler et al., 
2005, p. 34) 
 
Given white elites and those under their hegemonic sway have and continue to shape the 
discourse, values, and representation of higher education for their benefit, imagining how first-
generation and underrepresented students become a part of academia without intellectual and 
physical harm is difficult in light of a socialization perspective. Thus, from a socialization 
perspective, seeking fit may be ideologically difficult, counter-initiative, and socially damaging 
depending on the student and faculty members in question.  
This rather dark reality of socialization positions the mentoring component of the McNair 
program in a precarious position, especially when it comes to the issue of establishing fit 
between students and faculty members. The programs’ efforts may be beneficial to some 
underrepresented students willing to forgo the potentially unique cultural and social perspective 
they bring to academia in order to be accepted; but for others, academia may be too intellectually 
stultifying to endure, as Cornell West (1999) writes about in the Dilemma of the Black 
Intellectual. If the McNair program is to respond to the political context of higher education, the 
program has to account for the concept of fit and faculty-student relationships in another way.  
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The socialization perspective has theoretical limits when it comes to understanding 
faculty-student relationships in academia. The political context of academia leaves the program’s 
good intentions in question in light of this perspective. As King explains, “ while the McNair 
program provides a variety of tools and exposes students to [supportive] relationships in an effort 
to prepare students for potential challenges, there is limited opportunity to truly impact the racist 
and classist structures that continue to thrive” (King, 2011, p. 155). How can the program, on the 
one hand, ask for students to engage socialization to join academia, hoping that the academia 
wants them, and on the other hand, realize the political limits of what faculty are capable, able, 
and/or willing to do towards ensuring underrepresented students’ academic success through 
mentorship? The challenge is difficult to face.  
 
The Politics of Academia: Fit, Conflict, and Faculty-Student Relationships 
 
In contrast to socialization perspectives, a conflict perspective of students’ academic 
success in graduate schools and the question of fit within faculty-student relationships involves 
recognizing that within higher education, there is a tendency for social conflict among 
administrators, faculty, and students. Similar to Max Weber’s (2003) concern for the existence of 
power, class, and status, whether based on class, race, or some other social variable, academia 
involves a constant flux of individuals and groups struggling over policies and procedures that 
undergird the institution of higher education. In regards to faculty-student relationships, the basis 
of conflict exists too as seen through the interactions and overall social relations between faculty 
and students that possess different social positions within higher education. 
When examining faculty-student social relations, conflict emerges when the social 
preferences of faculty encounter the social characteristics of students. On the one hand, every 
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faculty member has social references for working with some individuals compared to others; 
these social preferences include increased likeness for students with certain social characteristics 
such as racial/ethnic backgrounds, class positions, and personality traits. On the other hand, 
every student comes to higher education with a range of social characteristics that stem from 
their social upbringing, life history, and the environments they lived. When faculty members’ 
social preferences and students’ social characteristics do not relate, then there is conflict and a 
struggle over fit between the two parties. 
Especially when there is little relation between the social preferences of faculty and the 
social characteristics of students, faculty members shape the conflict of these interactions given 
their academic freedom within higher education. This power comes in the form of determining 
which students they want to work with and deciding how they want the relationship to proceed. 
In determining what students a faculty member wants to work with, faculty have the privilege of 
relying on their social preferences to make decisions. One can glean this by recognizing how 
some faculty members intend to work with students from a particular racial/ethnic background 
while other faculty members may find the racial/ethnic background of students unimportant in 
favor for another social preference. Thus, faculty can shape the stream of students they want to 
work with while excluding students, abruptly or incrementally, that conflict with their social 
preference. 
While interacting with students, faculty members can decide how much effort they want 
to expend on the relationship. If a student has or demonstrates social characteristics that 
complement a faculty members’ social preference, then the faculty can to commit to the 
relationship to ensure the academic success of the student. However, if a student has or fails to 
demonstrate preferred social characteristics, the faculty has the academic freedom and overall 
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institutional power to deny a student to productive relationship by reducing or ignoring a 
commitment to the relationship.   
Thus, unless the academic success of students within higher education, particularly for 
students in graduate programs, does not rely on the formal validation of faculty (e.g. requiring 
signatures), faculty have the most power to control the dynamics of faculty-student relationships. 
As such, some students will experience less conflict and more productive relationship compared 
to other students that have less favorable social characteristics with faculty. Faculty members’ 
power over students’ academic success is why the concern for fit is a pressing political reality in 
the lives of graduate students seeking academic success, as the short stories from this study 
highlights.  
At the same time, while faculty members do have a lot of power within faculty-student 
relationships, students have limited agency. For one, unless a program does not allow students to 
select their faculty member, whether in the McNair program or graduate school, students can try 
to find and work with a faculty member where their social characteristics are agreeable with the 
social preferences of faculty. Often, this includes researching not just what a faculty member 
works on in regards to their research interest, but who that faculty member is as a person, 
teacher, and mentor. Students glean insights about the social preferences of faculty by examining 
how other students interact with faculty and what social characteristics these students portray. 
Hence, students may be able to insert themselves into a less conflicting relationship with faculty 
in hopes that the relationship becomes productive. 
Otherwise, a student has to learn to cope with intense conflict or hide their unique social 
characteristics in hopes that a faculty member commits himself or herself to developing their 
relationship into being productive - depending on some social characteristics, even this is not 
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possible, e.g. the race of a student. With this denial of one’s social characteristics, characteristics 
that may be the motivation of students’ research passion, comes the destruction of one’s self-
esteem or the emergence of willful neglect of intellectual suffering. The reason for this is that 
when students have to rid themselves or hide their social characteristics, they deny themselves 
educational growth and the opportunity to be their most intellectually engaged selves – no sense 
of organic intellectualism13 can emerge if they cannot bring along their unique social 
characteristics. Students that must check their social characteristics at the doors of academia 
and/or risk suffering intellectual and spiritual pain. 
Subsequently, the question of fit with faculty-student relationships is not merely a matter 
of learning the inside language of an organization, becoming familiar with standard practices, 
and taking ownership of one's role through hard work as a socialization perspective presents. 
Rather, fit is about recognizing conflict within faculty-student relationships and understanding 
how to manage and navigate the politics involved to be productive and attain academic success. 
Accordingly, a conflict-oriented perspective allows students and faculty to be aware of how their 
social relationships may develop and what is necessary to find fit between them to generate 
academic success.  
 
Politically Savvy: Rethinking the McNair Program’s Mentorship Component  
  
In helping to prepare McNair Scholars for faculty-student relationships and potentially 
preparing them for causing “cracks”14 within the traditional faculty-student relationship 
                                                 
13 For more information about organic intellectuals, see: (Gramsci, 1971/2008) 
14  I use the term “crack” here in the spirit of John Holloway’s (2010) “Crack Capitalism” where he argues that the 
downfall of the capitalist system happens through cracks that lead to larger failures. Conceptually, the idea of 
students causing cracks within traditional understandings of faculty-student relationships may led to new ways of 
thinking about faculty-student relationships in the McNair program and beyond. 
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paradigm in academia, a pressing question is how the mentorship component can become 
politically well informed. With the phrase politically well informed, I am referring to the 
program being able to help McNair Scholars understand the inherent conflict within faculty-
student relationships based on the similarities and differences of social preferences and social 
characteristics. If the McNair program offers students the opportunity to grasp this 
conceptualization through its curricula and allow students to become comfortable in a range of 
practices that help them navigate faculty-student relationships, they may be able to avoid 
relationships with faculty members that will hinder their academic merit. 
Towards building students recognition of conflict within faculty-student relationships, 
there are explicit curricula/policy changes that the McNair program ought to consider to improve 
the learning outcomes of its students: 
 The curricula of the mentorship component, whether offered for the summer or over an 
entire academic year, ought to highlight the centrality of conflict within faculty-student 
relationships. This focus includes being able to articulate the range of conflict within a 
relationship, from minimal to extreme, and how the degree of conflict may allow for or 
hinder students' productivity (i.e. merit). By making conflict a central theme through the 
curricula, students can begin to sense the politics of faculty-student relationships in 
regards to their success in academia. 
 
 The curricula of the mentorship component ought to include workshops and lessons that 
allow students to develop greater awareness of the intellectual significance of their social 
characteristics. Most McNair Scholars are from low-income backgrounds, some are 
middle class, some are from rural areas, and many are racially / ethnically 
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underrepresented in higher education. Whatever the social characteristics that students 
bring to higher education and gives them a passion for their research directly or 
indirectly, the McNair curricula needs to support students to embrace their social 
characteristics to help them learn how to identify potential conflict(s) with faculty. 
 
 The curricula of the mentorship component ought to help students understand the 
difference and relation between fit and merit in faculty-student relationships. Often the 
McNair program emphasizes the importance of students’ merit in becoming prospective 
graduate students through participating in research workshops and projects. However, 
more attention needs to be on what are the conditions that allow one’s merit to become 
possible – this condition is fit. Having this basic conceptualization may enable students to 
begin interpreting their interactions with faculty in a more politically focused manner that 
supports their academic success.  
 
 In teaching the distinction between fit and merit, programs may bring in former McNair 
Scholars who are in, have dropped out, and have graduated from graduate school to speak 
about the conflicts present within their faculty-student relationships during their studies. 
Usually, when former McNair Scholars come to speak, they talk about the greatness of 
the McNair program in preparing them for graduate school, but what is more pressing to 
understand is the good and bad with working with faculty. Programs need to engage 
alumni speakers at workshops and events to get at the politics of mentorship.   
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 In teaching the distinction between fit and merit, programs may bring in faculty to 
discuss their social preferences for working with some students over others. While such 
discussions may not reveal the most exclusionary of preferences faculty may have, they 
offer students insight into the ways that faculty may think about working with and 
mentoring students, even giving students an opportunity to ponder what social 
characteristics might not work with such faculty. Having the chance for students to see 
and hear faculty discuss their social preferences for some students over others may help 
students appreciate the potential conflicts during their studies.  
 
 In teaching the distinction between fit and merit, programs may design and implement 
workshops that given students the opportunity to practice recognizing fit. Whether 
through role-playing or some other creative approach that allows students to engage 
notions of social preference and social categories, such workshops may help students 
think about the nuances of establishing fit. There are many social preferences as social 
characteristics, and they come in bundles; students need time to think about how such 
dynamics impact their relationships with faculty. 
 
 In helping students reflect on their ability to find fit with a faculty member, programs 
should support permanent McNair spaces (e.g. a McNair room on campus) and 
workshops that allow students to share their experiences with working with faculty 
members during their McNair projects. By giving students space to vent to one another 
about the types of fit, or lack of fit, they have with their faculty members, they can begin 
to develop conceptual depth in recognizing what a potentially good fit and bad fit with a 
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faculty member looks like. Through the sharing of experiences and stories among peers, 
the concept and practice of fit may become more pressing in their preparation for 
graduate school. 
 
 In helping students and the program to reflect on students’ ability to find fit with a faculty 
member, programs should require faculty-student relationship reports from faculty and 
students in addition to the final research papers during McNair research projects. These 
reports may include description of relationship expectations, dynamic of interactions, 
sense of satisfaction, and outcomes attained during the duration of the project. Based on 
these reports, students, faculty, and McNair staff will have an opportunity to learn about 
how to build fit.  
 
Summary 
 
When it comes to understanding the usefulness of the mentoring component of the 
McNair program from the perspective of former McNair Scholars, based on the findings from 
this study I argue that the mentorship component struggled to provide students with the 
conceptual and practical tools necessary to establish productive relationships with faculty. In 
particular, while the mentorship component does well in encouraging students to interact with 
faculty to obtain skills and knowledge, it overlooks the centrality of establishing fit between 
students and faculty. The struggle to build fit between students and faculty points to a need for 
curricula/policy improvements within the program. 
In particular, to prepare students for faculty-student relationships, the program has to 
incorporate a conflict perspective instead of primarily relying on socialization perspectives. 
While those who approach the question of faculty-student relationships for underrepresented 
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students with a socialization perspective may have good intentions, the view lacks power in 
describing the political interactions within faculty-student relationships in academia. As such, an 
alternative view is a conflict perspective that frames faculty-student relationship as a struggle 
between the social preferences of faculty to work with students that have particular social 
characteristics. 
In hopes of improving the McNair program’s mentorship component in light of this 
reconceptualization of faculty-student relationship, I shared a series of curricula/policy changes 
that may improve students' opportunities to grasp the concept of fit from a conflict viewpoint. 
Some of these changes include restructuring the design of the mentorship component around the 
reality of conflict, inviting faculty members to talk with students about the degree that faculty 
members have social preferences for working with some student over others, and the need for 
faculty-student relationship reports at the end of McNair projects. All of these suggestions aim to 
prepare students for working with faculty in academia. 
In the end, by incorporating a conflict perspective, the McNair program has an improved 
opportunity to provide its students with conceptual and practical training towards understanding 
how to find fit with faculty for such relationships to become productive. Accordingly, the maxim 
fit before merit reflects the need to address the degree of conflict within faculty-student 
relationships. Through a conflict perspective, the struggles and joys students articulated within 
this study become clearer and reflect their journey negotiating social values and characteristics 
towards academic success. While there is more to understand when it comes to examining 
faculty-student relationships as a conflict, and how this conflict affects underrepresented students 
particularly, this study contributes to the exploration. In the last chapter, I address the need for 
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future research that expands this exploration, especially when it comes to the need for further 
perspectives from faculty member perspectives and McNair staff. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion – Summary and Future Research 
 
While the McNair Scholars program is a valuable resource for underrepresented 
undergraduate students interested in attending graduate school, there is room for improvement in 
preparing such students for graduate school. In particular, when examining the mentorship 
component of the program and its tendency to use a meritocratic discourse to motivate and guide 
students, the component struggles to prepare students for faculty-student relationships within 
graduate school. Based on the findings from this study, former McNair Scholars expressed 
stories of struggle and joy when striving to find fit between themselves and faculty members 
toward establishing a productive faculty-student relationship. If students were able to establish 
some degree of fit, they had stories that reflect a more productive interaction with faculty 
members.  
Furthermore, in dealing with the concept of fit, which refers to students finding 
commonality among social values and characteristics with faculty member, I argued that it is 
best to understand fit from a conflict theory perspective rather than socialization perspectives 
that inform the practices and literature of formal mentoring programs aimed at preparing 
underrepresented students for graduate school. A socialization perspective views fit as a matter 
of students learning the practices and values of a system through effort, and once learned, 
students working their way toward bigger roles within the system of academia. In contrast, a 
conflict perspective frames the concept of fit as a struggle with faculty members’ social 
preferences to work with particular students. In understanding faculty-student relationships, we 
need to explore how to reduce viewing the concept of fit as a matter of integration into and rather 
view it as a matter of negotiation. 
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Subsequently, a weakness of the McNair program is a tendency to rely on a meritocratic 
and socialization perspective to help students learn how to engage and develop faculty-student 
relationships. No amount of effort, readiness, or trainability on the part of students may be able 
to substitute for the social preferences of faculty members to work with some student over other 
students. Faculty members may not simply commit to productive relationships with students 
because students emit strong scholarly qualities; the situation is more political and students’ 
agency is only the start for them to attain faculty-student relationships that are academically 
productive. Indeed, students have to recognize this inherently conflicting nature of faculty-
student relationships to help nurture a relationship that suits their ability to be productive.  
With concern for the future of the McNair program, expanding the understanding of the 
concept of fit and faculty-student relationships from a conflict perspective will require future 
research to consider the different perspectives that make faculty-student relationships possible. 
One of the benefits of this study is that it deals with the perspectives of former McNair Scholars 
and brings their standpoint to the issue, paving the way for additional studies about former 
McNair Scholars’ experiences from a conflict perspective. Still, there is a need for other 
perspectives to understand the nuances of fit and how a constantly changing higher education 
context may affect faculty-student relationships. As such, additional explorations of other 
constituents may provide more factors and situations to think about when it comes to preparing 
McNair Scholars for working with faculty in graduate school. 
One perspective needed is that of faculty members who work with McNair Scholars 
during their undergraduate years and those that work with McNair Scholars in graduate school. 
Within the context of faculty members having institutional power through the means of academic 
freedom, but increasing pressure for accountability by administrators, more needs to be known 
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about how the stressors within their role as faculty that may affect their social preferences for 
working with some students over others. If students need to learn how to negotiate with faculty 
towards establishing some degree of fit, it would be beneficial to recognize some of the factors 
that faculty worry about as they fulfill their positions within higher education.  
Equally important, researching the perspectives of McNair staff may offer insights into 
the question of fit and conflict when it comes to preparing McNair Scholars for working with 
faculty. Ultimately, McNair program staff shape the curricula that informs their program’s 
mentorship component. While there are federal guidelines for permissible activities, within this 
range of activities lay responsibility and the potential for creative learning approaches. Also, 
McNair staff interpret the extent to which the overarching meritocratic discourse that tends to 
justify the McNair program will inform their individual programs. Thus, understanding their 
perspective allows for greater insight into potential problems and solutions toward improving the 
preparation of students to work with faculty. 
Lastly, the perspectives of current McNair scholars (those presently going through 
program) and students that dropped out of the McNair program could contribute to our 
understanding of fit as conflict. While such studies may not be able to benefit from the 
retrospective insights that allow for more seasoned articulations of faculty-student relationships, 
they may be able to help pinpoint instances of struggle and joy with working with faculty as 
undergraduates that has implications for working with faculty in graduate school. The same 
applies to the exploring perspectives from students that dropped out of the McNair program after 
working with faculty as undergraduates - how do they perceive faculty-student relationships and 
did their limited interactions with faculty in the program affect their decision to drop out of the 
program? Pursuing these questions may contribute to discussions about fit and conflict further. 
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 In closing, through the exploration and analysis of these various perspectives on the 
mentoring component of the McNair program, an improved understanding the limits of a 
meritocratic discourse and the need for a conflict perspective of fit and faculty-student 
relationships is possible. With this improved understanding, McNair programs, students, and 
faculty may be better able to shape productive faculty-student relationships that allow students to 
attain their educational goals within academia, ideally allowing more underrepresented students 
to exist and enact change within the political context of higher education. The McNair program 
is a gem within higher education when it comes to preparing underrepresented students for 
academia, but we should be bold to rethink and refocus the program within a changing higher 
education context. While the formation of the McNair program, and by extension the mentorship 
component of the program, stems from a meritocratic discourse and a higher education structure 
centered on faculty-student relationship, the future success of the program calls for a more 
politically nuanced understanding of how to prepare underrepresented students for working with 
faculty. 
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Appendix A: Call for Research Participants 
 
August 18, 2016 
Call for Research Participants 
Are you a Former McNair Scholar currently in graduate school? 
If so, please considering participating in a study where former McNair scholars’ experiences 
matter. The purpose of this study is to compare the policy language of the McNair Program 
against the experiences of former McNair scholars in graduate school. The study questions how 
well the McNair program prepares McNair scholars for working with faculty members in 
graduate school. 
If interested in participating in the study, please contact me, Terry Vaughan III, at 
tvaugh4@illinois.edu. 
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Appendix B: Interview Guide 
 
Interview Guide 
Title: Mentorship and Former McNair Scholars within Graduate School 
NOTE: PLEASE, IN DISCUSSING YOUR EXPERIENCES WITH ADVISORS, DO NOT 
MENTION THE NAME OR ANY PERSONALLY IDENTIFIABLE INFORMATION OF 
FACULTY MEMBERS.  
Questions 
How was your experience as a McNair Scholar?  
What do you remember your McNair program teaching you about when it comes to interacting 
with faculty members and potential advisers?  
Before enrolling into your graduate program, did you have any personal expectations about what 
interacting with an adviser may entail? If so, what?  
When you started your graduate program, how was your adviser selected? What hopes did you 
have for the relationship?  
Did you ever change advisers during your graduate study? Does your current adviser influence 
your academic and professional goals? If so, how?  
Will you describe your experience with your adviser?  
Do you have any other faculty members you study with beyond your current adviser? If so, how 
would you describe your experience with these other faculty members?  
Looking back, would you change anything in your McNair program that may have better 
prepared you for studying with faculty members in graduate school? If so, what?  
 
